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Preface
The Egyptian economy has been in the process of an ambitious reform program to facilitate
its integration into a global economy since the beginning of the 1990’s. The program has farreaching implications for growth, the future well-being of the population and for those who
work in the labor market. This study, in keeping with a growing interest in the lives of young
people in the country, explores the implications of economic reform for those who are
entering the labor market in Egypt for the first time.
The current cohort of adolescents is the largest in history. As such they are also the largest
cohort of entrants into the labor market. In addition to sheer size, the present cohort of new
entrants in Egypt are more educated than ever before and many more women are coming out
in search of work. Properly utilized, these characteristics can be an asset to the economy in
promoting further growth. Without adequate job creation policies, however, rising youth
unemployment could have a destabilizing effect.
This report presents evidence from a two year study of the opportunities and challenges
facing young people age 15-24 in the labor market. It provides data on the size of the
workforce, levels of employment, sectors of employment and nature of employment.
Nationally representative data from 1988 and 1998 labor force surveys reveal trends in the
labor market changes during the past decade. Through in-depth qualitative analysis, the
report documents the experience of young female workers in the sectors of the economy that
are expected to expand in an era of increasing globalization.
We hope that the analysis presented in this report will prove useful to policy makers, NGOs
and researchers, as Egypt confronts the challenges of economic reform. Egypt’s labor force is
its largest asset and the ability to harness the potential and energy of young entrants holds the
key to the country’s future development.

Sajeda Amin
New York
Barbara Ibrahim
Cairo
September 2001
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Chapter One
A Conceptual Framework
Safaa El-Tayeb El-Kogali
INTRODUCTION
This report presents results from a quantitative and qualitative study on youth
livelihood opportunities in Egypt. The study is motivated by growing evidence of increasing
unemployment among the young at a time when new entrants into the labor force are also
increasing at unprecedented rates. Egypt has a youth population of over 13 million aged 15
to 24 – over a fifth of the total population. They constitute the largest segment of the
economically active population. Whether this bulge of young workers entering the labor
force is a ‘demographic gift’ or a ‘demographic burden’ depends in large measure on the
policies that are in place to guide their entry into the labor force, and their accumulation of
human capital. Opportunity structures for youth at this transitional stage of their life will not
only contribute to the economic and social development of the country, but also shape and
influence all aspects of their lives as adults.
We are thus interested in knowing where job opportunities are increasing and who is
finding work among the recent cohort of youth This study builds upon a substantial existing
literature on gender and employment but departs from it in two significant ways. By paying
attention to the situation of young people it attempts to draw attention to particular problems
during the process of entering labor markets. It also takes a multi-disciplinary perspective
and highlights the social context of work. In the Middle East and North Africa region in
general, and in Egypt in particular, studies on transitions to adulthood are scarce and limited
to issues of cultural, religious and national identity – often with a focus on young men.
Economic studies of unemployment and poverty issues related to women in the labor market
focus on women as a whole, without much differentiation by age.1 Yet there is good reason
to expect the experiences of young women to be considerably different from those of older
women, with marriage marking an important point of transition. Recent attention has also
been given to the consequences of labor force participation for women.2 This study pays
greater attention to the motivation for working and factors that influence the demand for
work to begin with.
It is important to understand young people’s livelihoods because opportunity
structures, or lack thereof, at this transitional stage from childhood to adulthood have
potentially far-reaching implications in the formation of identity, decision-making abilities
(especially important for timing of marriage and childbearing), and status within the
household, community and society as a whole. While there is a substantial literature on
adolescent reproductive health, on marriage and on the onset of childbearing, this literature
largely ignores the role of opportunity structures in determining the timing of marriage and
childbearing. Girls may gain skills and experience during this transitional stage through
1
2

See Karshenas(1994); Assaad (1995,7); Diwan (1996) among others.
See Moghadam (1993, 1998) among others.

increased education, especially at the secondary level (Adolescence and Social Change in
Egypt, ASCE, 1999), and through the opportunity to work outside the home (see Amin et al.,
1997). There is a growing and relevant literature on the contributions of expanding
education to the lifecourse development of young people that the current study draws upon.
This chapter provides some relevant background information that informs the
conceptual framework for a study of livelihood opportunities for youth in Egypt, especially
young women. The objective is to understand how and where opportunities emerge for
young people and how they influence and shape identity, behavior and entry into adult roles.
Section one defines the concepts used and section two gives a brief background of youth and
the labor market in Egypt. Because livelihood opportunities emerge within the labor market
and are influenced by changes in labor market conditions, section three explains the structure
of the labor market in Egypt; section four discusses the impact of changes in the economy on
youth opportunities. Youth choices are influenced by certain institutional factors that are
outlined in section five. Section six focuses on young women and the consequences of
livelihood opportunities on their well-being. Section seven offers some conclusions.
I. CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS
The substantive focus of this study is on young people between the ages of 15-24
years. The United Nations and other important agencies concerned with youth offer
all-encompassing definitions and define youth broadly as the transitional period between
childhood and adult age, characterized by vigor, enthusiasm and inexperience. It is also
defined as a preparatory stage during which young people are prepared for adulthood and
active social and economic participation. Such an expansive definition has led to varying age
definitions in the literature, ranging anywhere between ages 15 and 34 years. Our choice of
the 15-24 age range is justified by our focus on livelihoods and the observation that the
majority of young people are expected to experience their transition into adult livelihoods
during this time.
Definitions of employment are usually limited to formal regular wage work, which
exclude a large segment of young people who are increasingly engaged in informal and
casual activity. Definitions of work, on the other hand, include both paid and unpaid
activities. Because the focus of the study is on opportunities that allow young people to
sustain themselves economically, the term ‘livelihoods’ is used. Not only is it more
reflective of the diverse and complex realities of youth, but it is a larger and more universal
concept encompassing more than ‘employment’ or ‘work’ (Chambers, 1995:11).
The following section will give a brief background on youth and livelihood
opportunities in Egypt.
II. BACKGROUND
In 1997, young people between the ages of 15 and 24 constituted a fifth of the total
population of Egypt. The cohort is by far the largest entering the labor force. It is also more
educated and includes more women than ever before. An important gender differential that
characterizes this age group is in the age pattern of marriage. Despite considerable change in

the mean age at marriage among women in recent decades, they are still five times more
likely to be married by age 24 than are men. The legal age of marriage in Egypt is 16 years
for women and 18 for men. During the past two decades there has been a trend towards
delayed age at marriage among women in Egypt. A study by Rashad and Khadr (1998)
shows the proportion of women aged 20-24 who were married by age 20 dropped from 65
percent in 1970 to 41 percent in 1995. A more recent survey on ASCE confirms that 42.6
percent of women aged 20 are married (ASCE, 1997).
The current generation of young people have benefited from increasing level of
education. Over 80 percent have completed at least primary schooling, with the largest
proportion (about a third) having completed vocational schooling at the secondary level.
Despite this impressive development in the overall level of youth education, there are severe
gender disparities. One fifth (20 percent) of all young women aged 15-24 have no education,
compared to 6 percent of young men in the same age category (ibid.). However, there are
signs of progress in this regard as “the proportion of girls who have never attended school
dropped from 21 percent among 19 year-olds to 13 percent among the youngest cohort aged
10 in 1997” (Lee, 1999:3).
Those between the ages of 15-24 constitute 22 percent of the total Egyptian labor
force. A third work and two-thirds are looking for work. In fact, this age category comprises
the largest segment of the unemployed–about two and a half times the unemployment rate for
the total labor force (10.8 percent). On average the duration of unemployment ranged from
more than a year and a half for the 15 to 19 age category to more than 3 years for youths ages
20-24 (Radwan, 1998:9). Youth unemployment is a more serious problem for females.
Recent data show the unemployment rate for young women between the ages of 15 and 24 is
three times the unemployment rate of young men of the same age group and more than five
times the overall unemployment rate in Egypt (See chapter 3).
For young women between ages 15 and 24 the proportion that is neither working nor
attending school exceeds 50 percent. This does not necessarily mean that they sit idle at
home. In fact, it is more likely that they are engaged in housework (cleaning, cooking,
looking after children or younger siblings) which is invisible in most definitions of work,
including the definition used by the ASCE survey.3
The majority of working youth in Egypt earn an income from work: half work for
cash (54.5 percent) and 11 percent are self-employed. There are significant gender disparities
in their work status. Half of male youth are engaged in some income generating activity,
with 16 percent in unpaid work. Only 17 percent of young women work (as defined by the
ASCE survey) with almost half engaged in unpaid work. Greater gender disparities are
found in paid work. 35 percent of male youths are self-employed or work for cash, while
only 9 percent of young women earn an income from work (wage work and selfemployment). The discrepancy is larger in self-employment where six times as many young
men are self-employed. This gives an indication of the limited availability and restricted

3

The ASCE survey defines work to include gainful employment (worker earns an income) and unpaid work
(helping in an income-generating activity for which the worker does not receive payment).

accessibility of credit for young women – an area worth researching further given the rising
trend in credit schemes in Egypt.
The cohort of young people of interest to this study is best viewed as a birth cohort
that has gone through a boom and a bust economy. They were born between 1975 and 1984,
when the Egyptian economy was growing at an unprecedented rate of 8 percent per annum.
It was a period marked by high oil revenues, steady flows of resources from the Suez Canal
and tourism in addition to workers' remittances. Although the leading employment sectors–
–agriculture and public services-were reaching saturation, and growth was mostly capitalintensive, labor demand in the Gulf countries absorbed the excess labor. During their
childhood and adolescence, the economy turned less favorable. External debt reached
unsustainable heights and the fiscal deficit reached a critical level. The boom effect of the
increase in oil prices eroded. The Gulf war resulted in large numbers of returning migrants.
Domestically, growth slowed down tremendously (Radwan, 1998).
Egypt started its Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Program (ERSAP) in
1991 with the support of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. The first
phase of ERSAP addressed macro-economic stabilization policies to reduce the large budget
and balance of payments deficits. In January 1996 efforts were intensified to include
structural reforms in the economy.
Many agree that Egypt’s Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Program was
successful in its stabilization objectives. The budget deficit was reduced to a sustainable level
(from 15 percent of GDP in 1991 to 4 percent in 1992 and reaching less than 1 percent in
1997), and inflation dropped from 21 percent in 1991 to 6 percent in 1997. While it is still
too early to determine success, adjustment policies have had a substantial impact on the
Egyptian economy. Local currency was devalued and exchange rates unified; government
controls on prices and quantitative import restrictions were dismantled. Tariffs and subsidies
were reduced. Interest rates were liberalized and credit restricted, which succeeded in raising
the interest rate from negative values to high positive values (Karshenas, 1994:27). These
fiscal and monetary ‘successes’ were achieved at the cost of growth. The growth of the
economy dropped by half from an annual average growth rate of 3 percent (in Real GDP)
during 1987-1990 to an annual rate of 1.4 during 1991-1994. The share of investment and
savings also declined by 21 and 27 percent respectively between the two periods. Growth
picked up during 1996 and 1997. GDP growth rate reached 5.2 percent in 1997. Although
still low, savings increased reaching 12.8 percent of GDP in 1997-- the highest level reached
since 1986. Domestic investment increased slightly over the decade but still remains low at
18 percent of GDP.
Despite these positive signs, serious concerns remain regarding the social
implications of economic reforms, especially in terms of livelihood opportunities and
poverty. Estimates of unemployment and poverty in Egypt show a rising trend since the late
1980s. While some attribute unemployment and increasing poverty to the ERSAP, it is not
clear whether the situation would have been otherwise had Egypt not embarked on these
reforms. Proponents of ERSAP believe that Egypt’s adoption of the economic reform
program saved the economy from a major economic crisis. While economic growth is

necessary, it is not sufficient for the success of reforms. The nature and structure of the labor
market and the mobility and flexibility of labor are also critical in determining the success of
economic reforms.
STRUCTURE OF THE LABOR MARKET
Two main structural aspects of the Egyptian labor market should be considered. At
one level there is the public (government and public enterprises) versus the private sector.
Whereas the public sector offers opportunities for formal wage employment, the private
sector includes both formal and informal work with a plethora of activities, conditions and
remuneration methods. Thus at a second level, there is a distinction between formal and
informal work. Within these two levels, the market may also be classified in terms of
economic activity whereby livelihood opportunities arise within agriculture, industry or
services. Within the various sectors and economic activities, a fourth level can be
distinguished whereby specific occupations emerge.
Livelihood opportunities in the public sector are those activities under the control and
direction of the state. They include jobs in government agencies and public sector
enterprises where the state owns all the resources. The government has been the most
important source of livelihood opportunities in Egypt especially for graduates. In 1995 it
provided 46 percent of total wage work in the economy. An employment guarantee program
established in the early 1960s boosted the demand for education, and expanded the public
sector (government and public enterprises) significantly. Between 1966 and 1983 the
number of graduates eligible for the scheme increased from 39,000 in 1966 to 318,000 in
1983 – an annual growth rate of about 12 percent. The share of graduates in the annual
increment to the labor force grew more than four-fold, from 17 percent in 1963/64 to 77
percent in 1983. Between 1981 and 1984, government employment grew at a rate of 8.4
percent. Due to severe budgetary pressures, the growth rate declined to an annual rate of 4
percent between 1984 and 1992 (Assaad, 1995:4). Subsequently, with the adoption of the
economic recovery program, the growth of government employment dropped further to an
annual rate of 1.8 percent between 1992 and 1995 (Assaad, 1997:59).
Similarly, the public enterprise sector grew significantly faster than overall
employment in the late 1970s and early 1980s. However, towards the latter part of the 1980s
and early 1990s it declined significantly, such that between 1984 and 1992 the growth rate
was merely 0.8 percent per annum. In 1995, the share of public enterprises in total wage
employment was 16 percent. With the privatization of public enterprises the opportunities
offered by this sector diminished further (Assaad, 1995:4). The public sector, broadly
defined, constitutes the largest share of employment (62 percent). Although many of today’s
youth aspire to a job in the government and public sector (due to job security and benefits),
with the retrenchment objectives of the Economic Recovery Program, the public sector will
offer fewer and fewer opportunities for youth. In fact it will most likely be shedding labor
which will need to find opportunities in other sectors of the economy.
The private sector involves activities that are owned and directed by nongovernmental economic units such as households or firms. In 1995, private wage work in

Egypt constituted 18 percent of the total wage employment, mostly accounted for by private
sector agriculture. Agriculture is the primary source of private employment. The nonagriculture private formal sector (with at least ten workers) has grown quite rapidly but its
contribution to total employment is relatively low, as most investments have been relatively
more capital intensive than labor intensive.
In Egypt, the informal sector has been growing substantially during the past decade,
absorbing the increasing numbers of new entrants into the labor market, especially new
graduates waiting for a government job. Estimates of its size vary due to the different
definitions and estimation methods used by different authors. This sector, which includes
small establishments (less than 10 employees) and employment outside establishments has
shown increasing importance in livelihood opportunities since the early 1980s. According to
the 1995 Labor Force Sample Survey (LFSS) it constituted 18 percent of total wage
employment. The Egypt Human Development Report 1996 stated that the informal sector
grew from 22 to 24 percent between 1977 and 1992. Informal employment opportunities in
urban areas grew to 1.9 million, constituting around 60 percent of the total workforce in the
private sector. If establishments employing less than five workers are considered as part of
the informal economy, then the total number of people operating within the informal
economy was estimated to be around 3 million people in the early 1990s (UNDP, 1996).
Assaad argues that with the small size of the formal private sector and the limited
availability of jobs in the public sector, the informal sector has become “by default the
leading sector of labor absorption in the Egyptian economy” (Assaad, 1997:61). Handoussa
and Potter further argue that the informal sector in Egypt is “resilient, dynamic and
successful enough to become an engine of growth” because not only does it absorb youth
labor, but it also offers market skills such as entrepreneurship and individualism which may
empower young people to participate more effectively and also promote sound economic
progress. (Handoussa and Potter, 1992)
ECONOMIC REFORM AND YOUTH OPPORTUNITIES
Opportunity structures are influenced and shaped by conditions in the labor market
and the economy. The process of change in the economy creates opportunities in some
sectors while destroying them in others. As mentioned earlier, Egypt embarked on economic
reforms early in 1990 and started the Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Program
in 1991.
Such reforms usually consist of two major components: Stabilization and Structural
Adjustment. Stabilization entails measures to reduce the payment deficit and curb aggregate
demand. Stabilization measures are usually not optional and are adopted when a country’s
payment deficit reaches a crisis point. Structural adjustment on the other hand involves the
reallocation of resources between the different sectors of the economy. Structural
Adjustment Programs (SAPs) have various dimensions including a shift in the factors of
production (capital and labor) from the production of non-traded goods (e.g. services) to
tradables, especially export production. The exchange rate is usually the mechanism used to

drive this structural shift. SAPs also involve public sector retrenchment and an expansion of
the private sector.
The impact of SAPs on livelihood opportunities depends on a number of issues: the
desirability and feasibility of certain livelihood characteristics and options; the nature of the
labor market; the policies necessary to achieve adjustment, the sequence of their
implementation, and their overall impact on economic growth. The impact of stabilization
policies on livelihood opportunities is almost always negative in the short run. Cuts in public
spending and freezing of public sector hiring have a direct negative effect, whereas increases
in the interest rate which lead to reductions in investment and the slowing down of economic
growth results in a gradual erosion of livelihood opportunities. Adjustment on the other hand
may increase employment in some sectors and reduce it in others. What is important for the
success of these SAPs is a positive net effect on overall employment.
The effects of SAPs on living standards of various groups can be complex. In general,
economic conditions impact variably on women’s economic activities and employment
patterns. Times of economic growth and high wages for men could result in limited female
participation or ‘female domesticity’ (as in the case of most of the Gulf countries in the
1970s). Periods of adverse economic conditions may force women to seek livelihood
opportunities (Moghadam, 1998:7). Most critics of SAPs argue that the burden of
adjustment almost always falls on women. That is because women tend to be concentrated in
the nontradable sector and are less intersectorally mobile. A shift from nontradables (i.e. the
public sector and service activities) to the tradable sector would result in a decline in the
relative price of women’s labor but the absolute losses in income will exceed the price
decline. Hence, Structural Adjustment would result in a decrease in the returns to women’s
labor (Collier, 1994:301-302).
In Egypt, women are mostly concentrated in the public sector and in nontradable
activities such as services. With Egypt’s economic reform program, women are increasingly
perceived to be more vulnerable than men and more likely to be laid off in the public sector
and less likely to be hired by the private sector (Moghadam, 1998:7). Information on the
impact of the ERSAP on the various groups is either hypothetical or based on a small number
of case studies. It is not known for sure whether women––young or old, have borne the brunt
of economic reforms in Egypt. It is important to understand the social context which
influences the status of women and their mobility in the labor market.
THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF WORK
Women’s involvement in the labor market in Egypt has historically been limited to
low levels of engagement in the formal sector. Women’s economic contributions were
traditionally confined to the domestic sphere although they made considerable contributions
on farms and in agricultural processing. Several public policy interventions, including the
increasing educational opportunities for women and the large scale induction of women into
public enterprise jobs, has changed the role of women in labor during the last several
decades. These forces of tradition and change continue to assert their influence on the labor
market and influence opportunity structures in the labor market and at the household and

community level. Some reports from the field lead us to hypothesize that households are
responding to increasing economic hardship by allowing young women to seek paid work
outside the household (Al-Bassusi, 1997 personal communication). However, supply and
demand in the labor market respond to various influences. While economic changes may be
removing cultural constraints and increasing the supply of female labor, demand on the part
of employers remains low. While employers are also influenced by cultural norms, they are
further constrained by the policy environment. Increasingly over the past few years, policy
makers in Egypt have been trying to boost investment, both domestic and foreign, to
encourage the private sector to grow and offer greater employment opportunities. Protective
legislation that in theory works to the advantage of women restricts employers and raises the
cost of hiring women, and hence in reality works against women. Such protective legislation
as embodied in the labor code is currently being reviewed in an attempt to remove some of
the constraints on the growth of the private sector while maintaining the rights of workers.
Change in the economy, in cultural norms or in policy may generate contradictory
outcomes. While it may offer greater livelihood opportunities and more autonomy and
resource control for women in the household, it may also entail greater inequality,
subordination and exploitation for women in the market (Safa, 1981; Standing, G. 1989). It
is difficult to assess the net effects of these changes in the economy as to whether they have
on balance been positive or negative, but it is clear that they have initiated an elaborate
process of change in household calculus on the matter of women’s roles. The following
section explores the link between livelihood opportunities in the market and the well-being of
young women.
YOUNG WOMEN AND LIVELIHOOD OPPORTUNITIES
Work opportunities allow young women to experience a transitional period as they
move from childhood and before they embark on the responsibilities of adult life. To the
extent that work enhances choices for these women and allows them more agency in terms of
deciding on the timing of assumption of other adult roles such as marriage and childbearing,
it may be argued that such expansion of opportunities is potentially empowering for young
women. Opportunities at this stage may also contribute to their social, economic and
psychological development and well-being. Evidence from research suggests that the ability
to take greater control of one’s own life and decision making skills are acquired early in life
through experiences at a young age (Nawar et al., 1995:153-4).
The concept of well-being includes numerous elements such as freedom, autonomy,
and empowerment. Freedom of choice, many would agree, is essential to well-being, both
instrumentally, as a means for achieving other ends, and intrinsically. Freedom may also be
defined as the ability to make choices without external restrictions or interference (Anand,
1994:77). Like freedom, autonomy also forms an important part of well-being. Autonomy is
defined as “personal freedom” or “freedom of the will” (Pearsall and Trumble, 1995:93). It
is the ability to think and act independently in achieving one’s goals or intentions within
given economic, social and cultural structures (Nawar et al., 1995:151). While well-being is
sought in all societies, the value given personal freedom and autonomy differs across
societies. Western cultures place a high value on these notions while non-Western societies

usually give social interdependence greater value, with a “tacit recognition that the ability to
carry out one’s intentions is desirable, though it may be expressed in terms of ‘influence’ as
opposed to ‘autonomy’” (ibid:152-3).
Some view livelihood opportunities as an empowering experience that may change
women’s perceptions of self-worth and well-being, provides other sources of social support,
and has the potential to reduce women’s dependence on others (Mahmud and Johnston,
1994:153). Some studies show that independent earnings by poor women have an effect on
traditional gender relations within the household and enhance women’s participation in
decision-making. Some of these studies maintain that outside earnings enhance women’s
capabilities in dealing with threats and crises and offers them higher self-esteem and higher
status within the family (see, for example Mahmud and Johnston, 1994). In Egypt,
ethnographic research on some communities in Cairo also suggests that income-earning
women enjoy an elevated status within the family in the form of privileged treatment and
greater say in financial matters (see Hoodfar, 1988 and Ibrahim, 1982, cited in Nawar et al.,
1995:160).
The relationship between livelihood opportunities and greater autonomy in decisionmaking is not automatic. It dependents on several factors such as type, nature, duration and
continuity of employment, in addition to institutional structures that govern the value of
women’s labor and the conditions under which women engage in economic activity
(Mahmud and Johnston, 1994:153). The 1995 Egypt Demographic and Health Survey
(EDHS) states that women who are engaged in paid work also have limited financial
autonomy over their earnings. Two in three gave all of their earnings to the family. Only 14
percent of women owned any assets that they could sell without permission (EDHS, 1995).
The report further states that, while in general Egyptian women appear to have limited
autonomy in household decision-making, women in wage work are twice as likely as women
in unpaid work to participate in decision-making (EDHS, 1995:192).
CONCLUSION
This chapter offers a conceptual framework for the study of livelihood opportunities
and consequences for youth, with particular attention to young women. It places youth
within an economic and socio-cultural setting and links notions of well-being with
opportunities for paid work. With new patterns of production and new opportunities at a
global level, gender relations in the household and market place will necessarily take new
forms.
A few major points emerge and are worth emphasizing. First, livelihood
opportunities may be a pathway through which young women can delay marriage and
childbearing and acquire necessary skills. Secondly, work experiences for young women are
not simply positive or negative, but involve a complex process of deliberation between
cultural norms and economic incentives through which there are benefits and costs. There is
a crucial role for policy in reducing the costs and increasing the benefits, but legislation must
be designed carefully, considering both the needs of young women and the requirements of
the labor market.

Chapter Two
The Policy Context
Safaa El-Tayeb El-Kogali

The State shall guarantee the protection of motherhood and childhood,
take care of children and youth and provide the suitable conditions for
the development of their talents
(Article 10, emphasis added).
Work is a right, a duty and an honor ensured by the State
(Article 13).
(Constitution of the Arab Republic of Egypt, 1980)
INTRODUCTION
The objective of this chapter is to review some of the main policies and laws in Egypt
that shape opportunity structures for young people in the labor market. As with the previous
chapter, the situation of young women will be given particular attention. The first section
sets the context and gives a brief background. Section two reviews some of the policies that
affect youth opportunities in terms of quantity. Section three addresses issues of quality in
terms of work relations and conditions. Section four focuses on women and section five
concludes.
BACKGROUND
Before embarking on an assessment of the laws and policies which affect
opportunities for youth, it is important to understand the context within which these policies
are formulated and the transitions the state in Egypt has passed through during the past five
decades. To understand these transitions, three periods in Egypt’s contemporary economic
history are distinguished: the ‘pre-reform’ era which covers the 1950s and 1960s, the ‘initialreform’ period which covers the 1970s and 1980s and the ‘reform’ decade which covers the
1990s. Policies formulated during these three periods have shaped the structure of
opportunities in the economy for young people today.

The Pre-reform Era
This is the period of Nasser’s Egypt where the state followed a socialist doctrine with
a centrally planned economy and a comprehensive welfare system. In common with many
developing countries at that time, Egypt followed an import-substitution, closed-door policy,
and concentrated on capital-intensive industrialization. To replace the large number of
expatriate technicians who left the country after the Suez Crisis in 1956, and as part of a
major public employment drive in the early 1960s, the Graduate Employment Guarantee
Scheme was established. It guaranteed employment for university graduates and later also
for vocational secondary school and technical institute graduates. In 1964 the scheme was
formalized in Law 14. When the scheme was fully implemented in 1963/64 graduates
constituted about 17 percent of the annual increment to the labor force. Two decades later,
they formed 77 percent of that increment.
While the scheme may have succeeded in achieving its objectives, it had far-reaching
consequences that influenced the education system and continued to influence the structure
of opportunities for youth 25 years later. An increase in demand for secondary and higher
education can be attributed to the assurance of jobs provided by the employment scheme.
Moreover, the scheme distorted labor allocation in the market away from the private sector
given that benefits and job security in the public sector were incomparable to those of private
sector jobs. Although the scheme may have boosted female education and labor force
participation, the guarantees associated with the public sector led to a concentration of
women in government jobs or to what some refer to as the ‘feminization’ of public sector
jobs (Assaad, 1995:20).
The ‘Initial Reform’ Period
The initial reform period began with President Sadat’s Open Door policy in the early
1970s. It marks a period of transition for the state and economy in Egypt. While policies
were introduced to liberalize trade and encourage private investment, existing legislation
which was based on socialist principles was not modified sufficiently resulting in gaps and
contradictions in the various laws (Handoussa, 1989). The public sector continued to grow,
attracting the young educated new entrants. In 1973, the Graduate Guarantee scheme was
made permanent in Law 85. Declining oil revenues put pressure on the fiscal budget and the
burden of the employment guarantee scheme became unsustainable. Instead of abolishing
the program, the government opted for a more gradual approach. The waiting period for
government appointment was extended in the hope that some graduates would seek
opportunities elsewhere. The extended waiting period created a queue for government jobs
with appointments made on the basis of time spent in the queue. The 1983 cohort of
university graduates and 1982 cohort of vocational secondary and technical institute
graduates were the last appointments as of 1995. Although appointments were subsequently
stopped, the scheme was not abolished.
The formal abolish of the guarantee program is assumed to carry high political costs
and has never been implemented. It is argued that since in practice the program is not in
operation, there is no benefit in formally abolishing it, instead the government should
concentrate its efforts on finding alternative employment for youth. A counter argument is

that as long as the scheme is not formally abolished, graduating youths will aspire to a public
sector job which will in turn affect their labor allocation decisions (Assaad, 1995:20).
Although this period may have marked the initial reform process, the inconsistencies
in policies and the piecemeal approach has only served to make the situation worse and to
aggravate the social cost of reform to be borne by the Egyptian people in the following
decade (Handoussa, 1994:21).
The Reform Decade
By the end of the 1980s, the Egyptian economy was in crisis: the budget deficit had
reached unsustainable levels, growth had slumped, and unemployment had soared.
Handoussa argues that the “legacy of four decades of heavy state involvement in the
Egyptian economy has been more negative than positive, culminating in a set of
unsustainable imbalances” (Handoussa, 1994:21). In 1991, the government adopted the
Economic Recovery and Structural Adjustment Program (ERSAP) in an attempt to stabilize
the economy and restructure the market for a more efficient allocation of resources and more
effective operation of the market mechanism. The structural adjustment component of the
ERSAP was the force shaping opportunities for youth in the labor market during the 1990s.
The following section will explore the impact of some of these reforms on youth
opportunities.
PRIVATIZATION AND INVESTMENT POLICIES
The Egyptian constitution gives primary responsibility to the public sector as “the
vanguard of progress in all spheres” and to “assume the main responsibility in the
development plan” (Article 30). The private sector on the other hand is to be organized
“within the framework of the development plan”(Article 32). The development plan since
the early 90s, has been the ERSAP, with the objective of reversing the public/private balance
– i.e. developing the private sector to assume a primary role in the market and limiting the
role of the public sector. Privatization policies and investment laws were enacted toward
achieving this objective.
Privatization
Privatization of state enterprises was first introduced in the mid-1970s as part of
President Sadat’s reform policies, but due to widespread public opposition, no concrete steps
were taken. While joint ventures were initiated and foreign leasing increased, only two
factories were privatized during the 16 years between 1974 and 1990 (Posusney, 1995:67). It
was not until the adoption of the ERSAP in 1991 that privatization emerged high on the
political agenda. Law No. 203 of 1991 provided the legal framework for the privatization of
most of Egypt’s public sector enterprises. In addition to the 314 state-owned enterprises that
were earmarked for privatization in Law 203, 23 joint venture banks were added to the list in
1994.
To avoid an eruption of widespread public opposition, the government adopted a
gradual approach targeting specific enterprises one by one. During the first four years, the
government was criticized by donors and lending institutions for the slow pace of its

privatization, efforts. In 1996 the pace picked up and assets worth over $800 million were
privatized, in addition to $1 billion of local governorates’ assets, joint venture companies and
unutilized fixed assets. By 1996, 83 percent of state-owned companies earmarked for
privatization were at least partially privatized, and in June 1998, 84 additional companies
were transferred to private ownership (El-Kogali, 1997).
While law 203 formalized privatization efforts, it maintained the protection of
workers’ rights as stated in the labor code (guarantees against arbitrary firing and mass layoffs and the continuation of pensions, health and accident insurance). However, increasingly
there is pressure on the government to revise the labor code to ease these restrictions. That is
not to say that violations of the labor code do not exist; for years, private businesses have
been finding ways around labor restrictions. The government may have been able to turn a
blind eye to these violations in the past as they were small private firms. With the transfer of
a large number of state enterprises to private ownership, the issue has taken on a larger scale
and more national attention which puts pressure on the government to address labor concerns
(Posusney, 1995:73). A new labor law has been drafted and is under negotiation. Section
three will discuss the labor code in greater detail.
While public sector workers continue to be protected by the labor code, it is the
young new entrants into the labor market who have suffered most from privatization. After
decades of the employment guarantee scheme, young graduates expected a government job
almost as a right. Privatization policies reduced the chances for public employment,
resulting in increased unemployment and underemployment. Since the guarantee scheme
was not formally abolished, young graduates, especially women, continued to aspire to a
government job. Those who join the private sector do so until their turn in the queue for a
government job comes up. Increasingly, young men are giving up on the public sector and
are moving towards private employment, however, given access barriers for women in the
private sector, most female graduates either remain in the queue for a government job or exit
the labor force all together. Privatization of public enterprises was not matched by growth in
private investments, further narrowing opportunities for young people in the labor market.
What follows is a discussion of the policy efforts in expanding the private sector.
Investment Laws
Livelihood opportunities in the labor market are essentially a function of investments
in the economy. It is these investments that create jobs for the young new entrants into the
labor market. With the end of the graduate scheme and the shrinking of the public sector, the
private sector is the future for youth livelihood opportunities. Over the past fifty years
numerous laws that affect private investment have been passed. These include investment
laws, company laws, commercial laws, tax laws, industrial laws, ownership and registration
laws, in addition to special laws directed to specific sectors or development areas. In
addition to regulation, these laws provide incentives for investment. To go through all these
laws is beyond the scope of this paper.4 Focus will be on investment laws since they have
the most direct impact on creating work opportunities in the economy.
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The government has progressively opened up the economy to private investment
since the mid-1970s, starting with Law 43 of 1974. The law opened all fields of economic
activity (with the exception of petroleum exploration and production) to investors, including
foreign and Arab investors. It offered incentives in the form of income tax holidays and
customs exemptions on capital goods for some projects. In 1977, Law 43 was revised;
among other changes, it allowed private domestic investors the same terms as foreign
investors as long as they invested in foreign currency. Between 1974 and 1988, Law 43 had
attracted 850 new inland investment projects that were in operation, creating 147,000 jobs
(Handoussa, 1989). These projects accounted for 47 percent of gross fixed private
investment outside agriculture and petroleum. Nevertheless, Law 43 was increasingly
recognized as insufficient to cover private investment in Egypt (UNCTAD, 1999).
In 1989 Law 230 replaced Law 43 as The Investment Law, providing greater
incentives for private investment, especially to foreign investors. The new Investment Law
230 and the Companies Law 159 of 1981 became the two basic laws governing private
investment in Egypt. Between 1989 and 1997, 3,733 new inland projects were approved,
expected to create 470 thousand jobs. By 1997, the Free Zones areas attracted 819 projects
of which 380 were in operation (ibid.). Other laws and decrees were issued that had a direct
or indirect impact on private investment. It was estimated that about 20 laws or decrees with
statutory effect governed domestic and foreign investment in Egypt. In addition to the
Investment Law and the Companies Law, these included The Commercial Register Law, the
Income Tax Law, the Industrial Licensing Law, The New Urban Communities Law, The
Industrial Shops Law, and several others (Nathan Associates, Inc., 1997).
The legal framework for investment became highly complex and there was a need to
simplify it into one unified law. After three years of preparation, Law 8 was enacted in 1997
as a unified law replacing the many laws governing private investment and offering greater
incentives and guarantees. This is the law that governs private investment in Egypt today.
While some (e.g. UNCTAD, 1999) praise the new law for unifying the previous profusion of
investment legislation, others (e.g. Nathan Associates Inc., 1997) argue that it does not mark
any improvement on previous laws. Opponents mainly refer to ambiguities and gaps in the
new law which gives greater discretion to the implementing body. The legal framework
establishes the environment for private investment. If it is too complex or ambiguous, it may
discourage private investment, especially foreign investment.
The Special Zones
As part of its efforts to attract private investment, Egypt established special zones.
Export Processing Zones or EPZs have been established in Egypt under Law No. 43 of 1974
entitled The system on the Investment of Arab and Foreign Funds and Free Zones, with the
objective of creating jobs and increasing employment opportunities through export
promotion. When the Investment Law No. 230 of 1989 replaced Law No. 43 of 1974,
Chapter 3 of Law No. 230 was dedicated to Investment System in the Free Zones. It
consisted of 17 articles giving details of rules and regulations on the administration and
management of investment projects in the Free Zones (World Bank, 1997). Egypt’s free

zones are geographically located in strategic positions within the region and offer substantial
benefits and simplified procedures. Due to the special incentives offered, free zones have
been highly successful in Latin America and Southeast Asia in attracting investment projects,
especially the transnational companies (TNCs). EPZs offered work opportunities for a large
number of young people in these regions, especially young women. In Egypt, although free
trade zones enjoy special incentives, they have been less successful in attracting investment
projects (UNCTAD 1999).
New Urban Communities have been created (Law No. 59 of 1979) to attract
population away from the existing greater urban centers by establishing industrial/residential
developments, creating job opportunities and attracting residents. These communities
offered high incentives for investors in the form of subsidized land with modern
infrastructure and up to 10 years tax breaks for all development (World Bank, 1997). The
first and second generation of eight new industrial cities established in the desert (Tenth
Ramadan, Sixth October, Borg Al Arab, Sadat City, Amerya, Salheya, Badr and Obour) have
been successful in attracting investment. In 1997, the eight industrial cities hosted a
cumulative 1,093 projects (approved) valued at LE 28 billion and employment of 187,557.
New communities have also been recently launched in the Southern Valley (UNCTAD
1999).
Industrial zones, which are located adjacent to existing urban areas, have also
attracted a large number of investment projects. Recently 5 zones were developed in Upper
Egypt, adjacent to the existing cities of Assiut, Minia and Sohag with a total of 1,257
approved investment projects estimated at 1.7 million Egyptian Pounds. These projects are
expected to create about 62 thousand jobs with an average of LE 27,612 of capital cost per
job (ibid.).
The development of these zones has contributed to the regional distribution of
employment opportunities for young people away from the traditional urban centers. While
the new zones may offer new locations of opportunity, they raise issues of mobility,
especially for young women, given the distance and time required for travelling from urban
centers or villages. In Southeast Asia, it is acceptable for young women to live in housing
compounds set up in such zones, but in Egypt, social and cultural constraints do not allow
young unmarried women to live alone or in compounds away from home. Hence, while
these special zones may attract young people, unless investments in transportation are made,
young women may be constrained from these jobs.
The nature of investment projects is important in determining opportunities for work
in at least two ways: First, the extent to which investments are capital- or labor-intensive.
There is criticism that most investment projects approved have been capital-intensive and do
not create sufficient jobs to absorb the large pool of young people seeking employment.
Secondly, the sector of investment and the kind of jobs created determines the gender base of
opportunities, especially in a market that is highly segmented along gender lines. (The
following chapter will show the extent to which investment projects have been able to absorb
young men and women.)

Overall, the impact of privatization efforts in the public sector succeeded in changing
the public/private share of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Egypt. In 1990 the share of
public investment in GDP was more than double the share of private investment. Five years
later, in 1995, the share of private investment became double that of public investment in
GDP. This is due to the significant decline in public investment and not to an increase in
private investment. The share of private investment was more or less invariant during the
five years at an average of 10 percent, despite the many incentives offered and investment
projects that were approved (El-Kogali, 1997a). Low private sector investment may be due
to a number of factors. A major determinant of private sector development is investors’
perceptions, which are in turn a function of the investment environment. In addition to
investment legislation and incentives, the social and political stability of the country, the cost
and productivity of labor and labor codes, all contribute to the investment environment. The
next section will address the labor code and discuss how it may have contributed to the slow
private sector development in Egypt.
LABOR LAWS
While investment laws create work opportunities for youth, labor laws influence the
conditions and quality of work. However, labor laws may also indirectly affect job
opportunities. There is evidence that stringent labor laws deter employers from hiring and
lead them to exploitative practices and poor work relations with workers (see the next section
on women). Law 137 of 1981 is the principal legislation governing individual employment
relations in Egypt. The law applies to all workers with the exception of civil servants in
central administrative organs of the state and local government units, household service
workers, and family workers. Law 137 governs, in great detail, the nature and structure of
individual work relations including contracts, wages, benefits and employee responsibilities,
in addition to sections covering the employment of minors (Section two, articles 143 to 150)
and employment of women (Section three, articles 151 to 159).
The labor law offers extensive protection to employees, guarding them against
dismissal except in cases of committing a “serious mistake” (Section 4, Article 61). Nine
cases are considered “serious mistakes” including (i) wrong identity, (ii) action which results
in large material losses to the employer, (iii) absence without a permissible cause for more
than twenty days in a year or more than ten consecutive days, (iv) failure to follow safety
regulations of the entity, (v) failure to carry out terms of reference as stated in the contract,
(vi) failure to respect confidentiality of work information, in addition to (vii) being indicted
for a criminal offence, (viii) or found to be under the influence of alcohol or drugs during
work hours, or (ix) a physical attack on the employer, manager or any work supervisors
during work hours (ibid.). Even if a worker should commit any of the above ‘serious
mistakes’ the employer could not dismiss him/her immediately, but must go through a
committee which takes the final decision on the case. Eight articles of section five in the
labor code focus on the details of the process.
While the objective of job security legislation is to protect employees against the
exploitation of employers, it has resulted in unintended negative consequences. In principle
the labor code applies to both the public and private sectors. However, there is strong
evidence that the majority of private sector employers evade the labor code and have

developed ways around its restrictions, for example, making workers sign an undated
resignation letter when they first join a firm. This has created a gap between the two sectors
whereby job security became attached to public sector jobs. Although the private sector
offers higher wages, most people appear to value job security over pay, resulting in a
constant demand for public sector jobs. Public sector employees hold on to their jobs and
compensate for the low wages by taking up multiple jobs. The gap between the public and
private sector has affected labor allocation decisions of the young new entrants into the labor
the market whereby the majority, especially women, opt to wait in the queue for a
government job rather than seek employment in the private sector. Moreover, within Egypt’s
context of economic reform and structural adjustment, job security legislation constrained
labor mobility between sectors and thereby substantially increased the burden of adjustment,
especially for private sector employees.
In an attempt to remove structural rigidities within the labor market, the government
of Egypt drafted a new labor law to replace Law 137. The draft law contains 270 articles
covering all aspects of work in the economy. While much of the current law remains the
same there are major changes, especially with regard to work relations. Employers are given
more flexibility in the hiring and firing of workers. Article 14 of the draft labor law allows
employers to hire workers independently of the labor office. With the current law, employers
must go through a government agency to hire workers. While this has been the law, in
practice, most private firms hired workers freely. The proposed new law merely legitimizes
the on-going practice.
The proposed labor law also gives employers the right to fire employees without
having to go through the long process outlined in the current law. Article 69 states “it is
possible to fire a worker if he/she does not carry out one of his/her core duties, especially in
the following cases [emphasis added]” and nine cases are listed. While the nine cases are
similar to those in the current law, the wording of the article differs substantially. In the
current law, firing of workers is not allowed except if the worker commits a “serious
mistake” and the nine cases are listed to define a serious mistake. The proposed new law
gives employers greater discretion in firing workers and the nine cases listed are not
exclusive. Article 110 of the proposed new law further allows employers to terminate a
worker’s contract, if the contract does not have a fixed-term, on grounds of a “legitimate and
sufficient reason which relates to the worker not fulfilling one of his/her core responsibilities
or qualifications”. What constitutes a legitimate or sufficient reason is not clearly defined.
To balance this big step in favor of employers, the proposed new labor law gives
workers the right to strike. Section five contains five articles on strikes. Article 193 allows
workers to exercise the right to strike through their union organizations in defense of their
interests and within the regulations of the law. Although permitted, the right to strike is
restricted by several conditions. It requires a two-thirds acceptance by the Workers Union
Board and a written notice of the intention to strike must be sent to the employer through
registered mail at least 15 days in advance, and must contain an explanation of the reasons
leading to this decision (Article 194). Strikes are prohibited during arbitration and/or
mediation or for the purpose of modifying an active collective agreement (Article 195).
Strikes are also prohibited in establishments that cater for “vital public services” where the

interruption of these services would lead to disruption of daily activity for the majority of
citizens (Article 196). These establishments are not determined in the law; they are to be
identified by a decree from the Prime Minister. Another major restriction on strikes is
stipulated in Article 197 whereby “a worker’s contract is suspended and not terminated
during a strike except in the case of a “serious mistake” committed by the worker during a
strike”.
Although the draft law was put together through negotiations between the
government, employers and employees, it is still widely debated. The core of the debate
revolves around job security regulation. It is argued that the proposed new labor law
substantially increases employer discretion on work relations, and the right to strike aimed at
protecting workers is constrained by stringent conditions. Moreover, the proposed law
contains many ambiguities that may be exploited by employers against employees and may
lead to the destabilization of work relations (See discussion papers on the proposed new labor
law by the Democratic Development Group, 1998). In general, the debate appears to be on
the extent of flexibility the proposed new law offers. While the current labor law had been
criticized for its rigid regulation of work relations, the proposed law is regarded as having
gone too far the other way in offering too much flexibility to employers. Should the obstacle
to private sector development in the past have been the rigidities in the labor code, then the
proposed new law presents a step forward in removing these rigidities and contributing to a
better investment environment.
The proposed new labor law was first drafted in December 1994 and revised in
January 1996, but to date, it has not been ratified by parliament. As with privatization, the
government may be delaying action on the new law to avoid protest from workers. However,
the government can not postpone the decision too much longer as there is growing pressure
from the business community and international donors to adopt the new law. The debate on
job security regulation is an old one and the literature is full of arguments for and against it.
What is important is not the amount of regulation or flexibility but the coherence of policies
that would set a balance and would lead to growth in the economy and the development of its
workforce.
WOMEN AND POLICIES
Legislation is among the most important factors that influence the
position of women in the labor market and must be appropriate for
the social and economic conditions of the society concerned
(Hoodfar, 1997:108)
In theory, women are guaranteed equal access to the labor market. Article 11 of the
Constitution of Egypt states that “[t]he State shall guarantee the proper coordination between
the duties of woman towards the family and her work in the society, considering her equal
with man in the fields of political, social, cultural and economic life without violation of the
rules of Islamic jurisprudence” [emphasis added]. Towards achieving this goal, the labor
code contains an additional section focusing solely on the employment of women: articles

151 to 159 of the Labor Law 137 in addition to Decrees number 22 and 23 of 1982, offering
special benefits and work conditions.
Women are prohibited from working night shifts between 8 p.m. and 7 a.m. (Article
152). Exceptions are determined by Decree number 23 of 1982. Women are also prohibited
to work in certain jobs that may be harmful to their health or morals (Article 153). A list of
these jobs is provided in Decree number 22 of 1982. After six months of employment with
an employer, a woman is entitled to paid maternity leave of fifty days and may use this
entitlement up to three times during her service to this employer; women are prohibited from
employment during the first forty days after delivery (Article 154). During the first 18
months after delivery, a nursing worker is entitled to two additional breaks during working
hours no less than half an hour, and she may combine these two breaks into one. These
additional breaks are considered part of working hours and may not result in a reduction of
her wage (Article 155). Moreover, women who work in establishments with fifty or more
female employees are entitled to unpaid leave up to one year to look after their children and
may use this entitlement up to three times during their service (Article 156). Firms that
employ a hundred women or more, as well as firms who are in the same neighborhood with
less than one hundred female employees, are required to establish a nursery for the children
of their employees (Article 158).
While the intention of such legislation is to encourage women to participate in the
labor market, not much was done to change domestic gender structures since women were
expected to coordinate their work at home and in the market (Hoodfar, 1997:106). This
resulted in a gender-segmented labor market. Further, increased protection of women in the
labor market resulted in discouraging employers from hiring women. Job types and working
hours for women are limited and the extensive entitlements add extra costs to employers.
Therefore, employers would prefer to hire men, further reinforcing gender segregation in the
market. There is evidence that private firms that hire women developed ways to evade these
restrictions. For example, large firms would fall short of hiring one hundred women at any
one time to avoid setting up a nursery. Thus, legislation aimed at enhancing the status of
women in the labor market has in practice worsened their position.
There have been minor changes in the proposed new labor law with regard to women.
The duration of maternity leave was extended from fifty to ninety days, required time in
service was increased from six to ten months and the entitlement to this option was reduced
from three times to twice during the employee’s service (Article 91 of the proposed labor
law). Unpaid leave for women in firms with fifty or more female employees has been
extended to a maximum of two years to allow for child care (Article 94). There are
arguments that the articles pertaining to women’s work in the proposed new law conflict with
the Child Law no. 12 of 1996. For example, Article 91 of the proposed labor law that limits
entitlement to maternity leave twice for the total duration of a woman’s service, conflicts
with Article 70 of the Child Law that stipulates a woman’s entitlement to maternity leave is
three times for the total duration of her service (Democratic Development Group, 1998:27).
Similarly, Article 92 of the proposed labor law entitles women in firms with fifty or more
female employees to unpaid leave twice during their entire service; this conflicts with article

72/3 of the Child Law which gives women this option three times during their service (ibid.).
Such contradictions among the various laws and policies lead to complexities in the
implementation of the law and the burden will fall on the intended beneficiaries – i.e.
women.
To ensure equity and growth in female participation, more attention must be paid to
the coherence and impact of legislation on women’s work access and conditions. Such minor
changes as proposed in the new labor code are insignificant in changing the gender
segmentation in opportunity structures in the market. As female labor force participation
grows, clearer policies are required to ensure greater access and better working conditions.
Along with the labor code, incentives must be given to employers to hire women, either by
contributing towards the cost of benefits for women (such as establishing a nursery), or
through other forms of incentive structures.
CONCLUSION
Policy is the major mechanism that shapes opportunity structures for youth in the
economy. Investment policies and labor laws have the most direct impact in creating jobs
and influencing work conditions in the market. Egypt has made major strides in reforming
its regulatory framework to encourage growth. Investment laws continue to offer greater
incentives to foreign and domestic investors and a proposed new labor law aims at removing
constraints to private sector growth. While policy reforms may be contributing towards
greater growth in the economy, there are serious equity concerns. Women’s access to work
opportunities in the private sector remains limited by cultural and social biases. With the
reform policies, the burden of reform will disproportionately fall on female graduates. Thus,
while investment policies are quintessential in creating opportunities for young people in
Egypt, special policies targeting young women are important not only on the grounds of
equity, but also to reduce unemployment (which is highest among young women) and to
foster greater growth.
Three additional points are noteworthy. First, coherence among policies and laws is
crucial. To achieve its objectives and have an impact, policies should be clear without
ambiguities, and consistent with other laws. Ambiguities and conflicts among the various
laws raise disputes and constrain the reform process. Secondly, a commitment to change is
not sufficient without concrete measures to achieve such change. It has been four years since
the State Council revised the draft of the proposed new labor code. While the delay may be
positive in generating further debate and consequently greater consensus among all parties
concerned, it can not continue for long. Instead of evading ratification of the law in order not
to cause protest among workers, the government should address the issue and ensure a
balance between growth needs in the economy and the development and security of labor. A
final and important point is implementation. To ensure growth and equity by encouraging
investment and protecting workers, laws must be enforced. Without implementation these
policies and laws would only be words on paper.

Chapter Three
Youth and the Labor Market, 1988-1998
Safaa El-Tayeb El-Kogali
INTRODUCTION:
This chapter examines characteristics of the labor force in 1998 and changes in the
structure of opportunities and working conditions for youth between 1988 and 1998 – a
period of major economic and structural reforms. Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs)
are premised on the notion that transition to an open market economy will accelerate
economic growth, boost investment and increase the demand for labor. SAPs also maintain
that adopting an open market approach will offer greater opportunities and better wages for
new entrants into the labor market. Critics argue that since SAPs entail a shrinking role for
the public sector, which has been a major absorber of new labor, structural adjustment is
likely to lead to increased unemployment. Moreover, despite the emphasis placed on the
formal private sector in creating new jobs, in most developing countries, as in Egypt, the
contribution of the formal private sector has been slow. They note that the formal private
sector does not yet have the ability to create jobs to match the number of new entrants –
mostly youth -- into the labor market (e.g. Assaad, 1997; Moghadam, 1998; Radwan, 1998).5
With the limited role of the formal private sector and the government’s shrinking role
as the dominant employer, some experts regard the informal sector as the “engine of growth”
for future development, offering opportunities for young people entering the labor market
(Handoussa and Potter, 1992). Some argue that while the informal sector may offer job
opportunities, especially for young women, they are forced to work under unstable and poor
conditions (see Standing 1989). Others note that while adjustment programs may create
more opportunities in the overall economy, women usually fare. Women are traditionally
concentrated in the public sector and in service activities. Since adjustment involves a
shifting of resources away from the public to the private sector and from the production of
non-tradables (e.g. services) to tradables, women may lose their source of livelihoods during
structural adjustment. Given their limited mobility due to cultural biases, women in most
cases are pushed into lower jobs with poor conditions or out of the labor market
(Moghadham, 1998).
The main question to be addressed in this chapter is how work opportunities and
conditions for young people have changed during this period of economic reform and
structural adjustment in Egypt. Special attention will be given to gender disparities. The
analysis does not attempt to establish a causal relationship between reforms and youth work
opportunities, but rather points to the links which may guide further research.
The chapter begins with a brief background sketch of youth in Egypt, followed by
definitions of concepts and a description of the data and methodology. Section three gives a
recent profile of youth in the labor force. Section four investigates changes in the structure
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of labor market opportunities for youth between 1988 and 1998, and identifies emerging
opportunities. Section five observes changes in the conditions of work during the ten-year
period. Section six concludes.
BACKGROUND
According to the 1996 population figures, there are 13.4 million young men and
women between the ages of 15 and 24 in Egypt (see table A1 in the appendix for the
distribution of youth in Egypt by age, sex and urban/rural residence). At 22.2 percent, youth
comprise the largest segment of Egypt’s 60 million population. While the relatively large
size of the youth population in the current age structure of the total population can be
considered a ‘window of opportunity’ (in terms of low dependency ratios which in other
contexts have led to high savings rates), accommodating such a large entering cohort into the
labor market poses a challenge for growth. It is estimated that there are 500,000 new
entrants into the labor market annually who are predominantly young with intermediate level
schooling (Radwan, 1998). As we have mentioned previously up until the mid-1980s, most
of the new entrants were absorbed by the government through the Graduate Employment
Scheme which had been established in the early 1960s. While the scheme may have boosted
the demand for education and encouraged female labor force participation, it has left an
oversized public sector and high aspirations amongst young Egyptians for a guaranteed
government job with life-long security and benefits.
Opportunities for formal employment in the emerging private sector were inferior in
size and benefits to the public sector and did not offer attractive opportunities for these
graduates. Thus, the majority of those who remained in the labor force ended up in the
informal sector – in disguised unemployment or underemployment-or joined the ranks of the
openly unemployed. With the recession in the late 1980s, and the structural reforms adopted
in the early 1990s, unemployment among young new entrants soared. The latter half of the
1990s showed positive signs of growth in the economy. Whether such growth is matching
the demand for work opportunities for the growing number of youth is the real question;
what and where these opportunities are will be explored in this study.
DEFINITIONS , DATA, AND METHODOLOGY
Definitions
Youth are defined as young men and women between the ages of 15 and 24 years.
The choice of this age range is justified on the grounds that it marks a critical period of
transition from childhood to adulthood. It is the skills and opportunities offered at this stage
which determine the future of young men and women as adults (see chapter one).
The labor force is defined as the economically active population. In general,
economic activity is defined as “the production and processing of primary products whether
for the market, for barter, or for own consumption, the production of all other goods and
services for the market, and in the case of households that produce such goods and services
for the market, the corresponding production for own consumption.” (cited in Assaad, 1999).
The survey data excludes from the labor force persons who are full time students,

housewives, retirees, temporarily or permanently disabled, older than 64, members of the
armed forces who are not working in the civilian labor force, and persons who do not desire
to engage in an economic activity. In this study, the definition of economic activity is limited
to production of a good or service for the market. This definition excludes all subsistence and
non-market work. Such exclusions are justified on the grounds that they allow a focus on
emerging opportunities and capture the dynamics of the economy that an undifferentiated
definition of all work would not allow. The focus of this study is on the changing structure
of opportunities in paid work in the labor market. The exclusion of subsistence work is by
no means an under-estimation of such work.
The labor force consists of employed and unemployed persons between the ages of 15
and 64. Various definitions of employment and unemployment are used in the literature. The
broadest definition of employment consists of all economic activity whether for the market or
subsistence. Some definitions include a specific number of hours, others exclude
subsistence. In this study, employment is defined on the basis of participation in the
production of a good or service for the market – i.e. for production and not consumption-for
at least one hour during the reference week. It includes wage work, self-employment and
unpaid family work.
Unemployment is defined in terms of open unemployment and discouraged
unemployment. Open unemployment applies to the economically active population who are
not in employment. It involves the desire and readiness for employment and in this study
also includes active search for employment. 6 This is the definition most commonly used in
Egypt, although it was not used in the 1988 Special Round of the Labor Force Sample
Survey. Discouraged unemployment is defined as seeking work and available to work but
not actively searching. Where applicable, the search criteria may be dropped to get full
information on labor availability and to reveal discouraged unemployment, which is most
likely the case among females.
Data
In the past, a major problem in measuring changes over time had been the
incomparability of data due to the different methodologies and definitions used by various
researchers. However, we have a unique opportunity for comparing data on the labor market
over two periods of time. The Egypt Labor Market Survey (ELMS), conducted by the
Economic Research Forum for Arab Countries, Turkey and Iran (ERF) in collaboration with
the Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS), was designed using a
similar sample and instruments as the Special Round of the Labor Force Sample Survey
(LFSS) undertaken in October 1988. The ELMS was carried out in October 1998 -- exactly
ten years after the LFSS. In an effort to maximize gains and foster cooperation in research,
the Population Council regional office for West Asia and North Africa (WANA) agreed with
the ERF to incorporate our study instruments for the youth livelihoods project within the
ELMS instruments. This allowed measurement of changes in the labor market in general, and
6

The ELMS98 defines “wishing to work” as willing to start working within 15 days if work becomes available.
The reference period for “seeking to work” was set at 3 months, except for those who are registered for public
employment who were considered to be seeking work even if their registration was prior to the 3 month
reference period (Assaad, 1999).

the situation of youth in particular, over the past ten years.7 Efforts were taken to ensure the
highest quality of data collected. Quality control and monitoring were done at the various
stages from training of field staff to fieldwork, handling of completed questionnaires, and
data coding, checking, entry and validation.8
The 1998 sample used for the analysis is nationally representative at the regional
level, and consists of 5000 households in 200 primary sampling units (PSU). The desired
number of PSUs in each governorate was selected from a master sample using a systematic
interval. Cairo and Alexandria were deliberately over-sampled and rural areas undersampled to increase the probability of obtaining women wage-workers in the private sector,
which tend to be concentrated in metropolitan areas. A self-weighted sample would have
yielded too few of these individuals, who constitute a major target group for our study.
Baseline data is used from the 1988 LFSS, which is also nationally representative.
The 1998 sample has a total of 23,997 individual observations of which 21.6 percent
(5,175) are youth between the ages 15 and 24 (2737 males and 2438 females). The 1988
sample used has a total of 28,286 individual observations of which 19.8 percent (5,597) are
youth (2888 males and 2709 females). The section on the Profile of Youth in the Labor
Force is entirely based on the 1998 data set, whereas, the sections on evolving opportunities
for youth and working conditions in the labor market use both the 1988 and 1998 data sets.
Methodology
Changes in the structure of work opportunities for youth will be analyzed through
changes in their work status, sectoral distribution, economic activity, and occupational
distribution, between 1988 and 1998. Shifts within sectors, economic activity and
occupations during the two periods will also give an indication of where opportunities are
emerging.
Changes in the quality of work will be analyzed through working conditions
including average hours of work per week, availability of a contract, social security and
medical insurance. Changes in the proportion of youth working in and out of establishments
will also be observed; jointly with the above indicators for working conditions in/out of
establishment may also give an indication of work formality – movements between the
formal and informal sectors.
Numbers and proportions used throughout the study are weighted using 1998 population
statistics to correct for the over-sampling and to reflect actual population proportions.
A PROFILE OF YOUTH IN THE LABOR FORCE IN EGYPT
Table 1 shows labor force participation rates and population estimates of youth aged
15 to 24 in Egypt in 1998. As the table shows, 4.3 million or 31.8 percent of Egyptian youth
are in the labor force, either in employment or unemployed and actively searching for
employment. They constitute 23.7 percent of the total labor force (15-64) in Egypt. Labor
7
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See Assaad and Barsoum, 1999 for details on ELMS.
See Assaad and Barsoum, 1999 for details of sample design, field work and quality control.

force participation varies widely among youth by gender, age and urban/rural residence. The
participation rate for young women is 19.3 percent and 43.0 percent for young men. Among
younger youth (adolescents between the ages of 15 and 19) on average, a third of boys are in
the labor force compared to 10.6 percent of girls in the same age group. As for older youth
(ages 20 to 24) on average over half of young men (55.2) and about a third (31.6) of young
women are in the labor force. Despite the large gender disparity, the gender gap is narrower
among youth than for the overall labor force population where the labor force participation
rate for men ages 15 to 64 (72.3%) is more than three times the participation rate for women
(21.2%). 9

9

The labor force participation rate (LFPR) measures the proportion of the population participating in the labor
force over the total economically active population: The youth LFPR is measured as fYlf + mYlf / Yf+m where
fYlf and mYlf are the number of female and male youth in the labor force, respectively and Yf+m is the total
youth population ages 15 to 24.

Table 1 Labor Force Participation Rates of Youth (ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, 1998
15-19
20-24
15-24
15-64

Male
%
33.4
55.2
43.0
72.3

Female
%
10.6
31.6
19.3
21.2

Total
%
22.4
44.3
31.8
46.8

Source: ELMS, 1998

Youth Labor Force Participation By Urban/Rural and Region of Residence
Table 2 shows labor force participation rates of youth aged 15 to 24 in Egypt in 1998,
by urban/rural and region of residence. As the table shows, youth labor force participation is
higher in rural areas (33.8%) than in urban areas (28.8%). While the female participation
rate is similar in urban and rural areas (19.6 and 19.2 percent, respectively), male rates are
47.1 percent in rural areas and 37.0 percent in urban areas. The lower participation rates for
young men in urban areas may be interpreted as more limited opportunities in urban areas
than in rural areas, but it may also be partly explained by higher school enrollment in urban
areas as compared to rural areas (see table A2 in appendix). The highest labor force
participation rate for youth is in rural Lower Egypt at 36.5 percent and the lowest is in
Alexandria and Suez Canal cities at 26.6 percent. Male participation rates drive the overall
rate: the highest rates are in rural Egypt both Lower and Upper and the lowest rates are in
Greater Cairo, Alex and the Suez Canal cities. The highest participation rates for female
youth are in Lower Egypt, both urban and rural, and the lowest rate is in rural Upper Egypt.
Table 2 Urban/Rural and Regional Distribution of Labor Force Participation Rates of Youth
(ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, 1998
Male
37.0
47.1

Female
19.6
19.2

Total
28.8
33.8

Greater Cairo
Alex. & Canal Cities
Urban Lower Egypt
Urban Upper Egypt
Rural Lower Egypt
Rural Upper Egypt

34.2
34.1
41.9
39.9
49.0
44.6

18.7
18.7
22.3
18.4
22.9
13.7

27.0
26.6
32.4
30.3
36.5
30.1

Total Egypt

43.0

19.3

31.8

Urban
Rural

Source: ELMS, 1998

Youth Labor Force Participation By Age
Figure 1 shows labor force participation among youth distributed by age. While
participation increases with age for both young men and women, male participation shows
sharper fluctuations across age than female participation. The sharp increase for young men
at age 18 is probably marked by the end of secondary school and the entry of a large
proportion of young men into the labor force. The sharp drop between ages 20 and 21 is
most likely due to mandatory military service.

Figure 1.

Labor Force Participation of Youth (ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, by
Age and Sex, 1998

90

% in Labor Force

80
70
60
50

Male

40

Female

30
20
10
0
15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

Age

Source: ELMS, 1998
On average the working population in Egypt enters the labor force during their youth
– i.e. between ages 15 and 24. Observing the average age of entry into the labor force for the
working population ages 25 to 64 shows the average age of entry for men is 16.6 years and
for women, 22.2 years. 10
Figure 2 shows an interesting pattern for men and women: younger generations of
men appear to be entering the labor force later than the older generations and younger
generations of women are entering earlier. Various supply and demand factors may be
causing this pattern. An important factor that may explain the delay in entry for younger
men is education: younger generations of men are staying longer in school (see box on
education trends below). For women, earlier entry for younger generations may be partly
due to more opportunities in the labor market for women, fewer socio-cultural restrictions on
female mobility or delayed marriage age. In a recent study of determinants of female labor
force participation in Egypt Assaad and El-Hamidi found that “[b]eing unmarried, has a
positive and significant effect on overall participation” (Assaad and El-Hamidi, 1999:12).
During the past few decades, the age of marriage for women in Egypt has been increasing
which may also explain the earlier entry of the younger generations of women into the labor
force.11
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The age group 15 to 24 is excluded due to incomplete exposure to labor force participation (mainly caused by
education and military service).
11
See Asaad and El-Hamidi, 1999 for more on determinants of female labor force participation in Egypt.

Figure 2. Average Age of Entry into the Labor Force in Egypt, by Sex, 1998
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Youth Labor Force Participation by Level of Education
Table 3 shows the level of education attained by youth in the labor market who have
ever been to school -- either completed school or dropped out. More than half of youth in the
labor market who have ever been to school have at least intermediate level education, but
19.1 percent are illiterate and only 7.6 percent have university and above education. There
are also significant gender differences. The education distribution of male youth in the labor
market is more even than among female youth, where the concentration is among those with
intermediate education.

TRENDS IN YOUTH EDUCATION IN EGYPT

There has been tremendous development in education in Egypt during the past decade – especially in
girls’ schooling. The percentage of youth (ages 15 to 24) enrolled in school increased by almost 15
percent between 1988 and 1998 from 36.2 percent to 41.5 percent. This was mostly due to the 40
percent increase in female enrollments from 27.2 percent in 1988 to 38.2 percent in 1998.
The advance in schooling during the past decade is clearly reflected in the changes in educational
status of youth between 1988 and 1998. Illiteracy among youth dropped by more than half, from 34.0
percent in 1988 to 16.5 percent in 1998. The proportion of youth with limited education (read and
write) also dropped by over a third between 1988 and 1998 from 6.9 percent to 4.2 percent, while the
proportion of those with primary education and above increased. Another positive trend is that more
youth are staying in school longer as shown by the 56 percent increase in intermediate education.
Intermediate education seems to be the end point of education for most youth, but those who do
continue to the secondary level, are likely to continue to university. The proportion of youth with
university education increased by over a third between 1988 and 1998 and the growth rate is higher
among young women than young men. Between 1988 and 1998 the proportion of young women with
university education increased from 2.1 percent to 3.4 percent and for young men from 2.5 percent to
2.8 percent.
Despite the positive trends, much remains to be done. 10.5 percent of youth have never been to
school – 16.7 percent of young women and 4.8 percent of young men, and 18.6 percent drop out
before completing intermediate level education.
Source: LFSS, 1988 and ELMS, 1998

Table 3 Education Level of Youth (ages 15 to 24) Not in School and in the Labor Force in
Egypt, 1998
Education Level
Illiterate
Reads & Writes
Less than Intermediate
Intermediate
Above Intermediate
University & Higher
Total
N (weighted)

Male
21.9
9.2
22.1
38.7
3.1
5.1
100.1
1091

Female
12.2
2.8
7.2
55.1
9.1
13.6
100.1
453

Total
19.1
7.3
17.7
43.5
4.8
7.6
100.0
1544

Source: ELMS, 1998

Figure 3 shows labor force participation of young men and women by the level of
education completed. The graph tells an interesting story about the relationship between
education and labor force participation of young men and women in Egypt. First, it appears
that education has a much higher influence on the participation of young women than young
men. Participation of young women is constant among those with less than intermediate
education and rises sharply for young women with intermediate level education and above.
Participation of male youth is more or less the same across the various education levels.

Secondly, the gap in participation among illiterate male and female youth is very large but
tends to decrease sharply after the intermediate level of education, such that equal
proportions of men and women with university degrees are in the labor force.

Percent in Labor Force

Figure 3. Labor Force Participation of Youth (ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, by Sex and Level of
Education Completed, 1998
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Youth Labor Force Participation by Marital Status
The minimum legal age for marriage in Egypt is 16 years for women and 18 years for
men. Table 4 shows the marital status of youth in the labor force in Egypt by sex and
urban/rural residence. The majority of youth in the labor force are single. There are however
wide gender and urban/rural disparities. While only 10 percent of male youth in the labor
force are or have been married, about a quarter of female youth in the labor force are married
or have been married in the past. As rural women tend to marry earlier than their urban
sisters, almost a third of female youth living in rural areas are or have been married.

Table 4 Marital Status of Youth (ages 15 to 24) in the Labor Force in Egypt, by Sex and
Urban/Rural Location, 1998 12
Never Married
Ever Married*
Total
N (weighted)

Urban
87.2
12.8
100.0
193

Female
Rural
69.2
30.8
100.0
263

Total
76.8
23.2
100.0
456

Urban
92.5
7.5
100.0
352

Male
Rural
88.3
11.7
100.1
579

Total
89.8
10.2
100.0
931

Source: ELMS 1998
Note: * Ever married includes married, legally married, divorced and widowed.

Youth Labor Force Participation by Household Characteristics
Most youth in the labor force come from medium size households with 5 to 7
members. However, a larger proportion of young men who come from large households (8
members or more) are in the labor force than those who come from small or medium size
households. Conversely, a smaller proportion of young women who come from large
households participate in the labor force than young women who come from small or
medium households. It may be that large households would require young men to go out and
work while young women stay and help with household chores.13 (See Tables A3 and A4 in
12

These proportions are for men ages 18-24 and women ages 16-24 in the labor force.
Classification used in ASCE report, 1999 where small households have between 1 to 4 members, medium
households have between 5 to 7 members and large households have 8 or more members.
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the appendix).
Youth Work Status
Table 5 shows the work status of youth and the overall population in the labor force
in Egypt in 1998. 69.4 percent of youth in the labor force are employed (in wage work, selfemployment or unpaid family work), constituting about a fifth of all employed persons in the
labor force. There is a large gender gap in youth employment. Twice as many young men as
young women are in employment – 81.0 percent of young men compared to 40.6 of young
women.
Youth in Egypt carry the largest burden of unemployment. They constitute over 60
percent of the unemployed persons in the labor force in Egypt. At an open unemployment
rate of 30.6 percent, youth unemployment is almost three times the overall unemployment
rate in Egypt (11.7%). These rates yield a national estimate of 1.3 million young men and
women who are able, ready, and searching for work. The situation for young women is much
worse than for their older sisters and their fellow young men. The open unemployment rate
for female youth is 59.4 percent – almost three times the rate for male youth (19.0 percent)
and more than twice the overall female unemployment rate (27.6 percent). That is more than
half the young women in the labor force are unemployed and seeking employment.
Table 5 Work Status of Youth (ages 15 to 24) and Overall Population (15-64) in the Labor
Force in Egypt, by Sex, 1998
Employed
%

Unemployed
%

Total
%

Male
15_24
15_64

81.0
93.0

19.0
7.0

100.0
100.0

15_24
15_64

40.6
72.4

59.4
27.6

100.0
100.0

15_24
69.4
15_64
88.3
Source: ELMS, 1998

30.6
11.7

100.0
100.0

Female

Total

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, dropping the search criterion can give an
indication of discouraged unemployment, i.e. those persons who were available and ready to
work but have not actively searched for work during the three months that end with the
reference week. As Table 6 shows, relaxing the search criterion, the unemployment rate for
the overall population in the labor force declines by 0.3 percentage points. However, the
youth unemployment rate declines by 2 percentage points to 28.8 percent – mostly due to a
6.5 percentage point decline in the female youth unemployment rate. These results suggest
that a large proportion of young women who were ready and willing to work stopped looking
for employment – more than men in their age group and women in older age groups in the
labor force.

Table 6 Distribution of Labor Force in Egypt, by Work Status, Sex and Age, Using
Definition of Unemployment Without Search Criterion, 1998
Employed

Unemployed

Don't Desire

Total

15_24
15_64

77.8
91.5

18.3
6.9

3.9
1.6

100.0
100.0

15_24
15_64

36.1
68.6

52.9
26.2

11.0
5.2

100.0
100.0

65.1
86.2

28.8
11.4

6.1
2.4

100.0
100.0

Male

Female

Total
15_24
15_64
Source: ELMS 1998

Youth Employment
Table 7 shows the status of employment of youth in the labor force in Egypt in 1998.
Table 7 Employment Status of Youth (ages 15 to 24) in the Labor Force in Egypt, by Sex,
1998
Waged employee
Employer
Self employed
Unpaid working for family
Total employment

Male
%
70.1
3.2
4.8
21.9
100.0

Female
%
73.7
1.0
2.5
22.9
100.0

Total
%
70.7
2.8
4.4
22.1
100.0

Source: ELMS, 1998

As the table shows, the majority of employed youth are waged employees – 70.1
percent of males and 73.7 percent of females. 22.1 percent are engaged in unpaid family
work and the remaining 7 percent are mostly self-employed, plus a few employers.
Given the objective of this study the rest of this chapter is to investigate livelihood
opportunities remunerative employment. This includes the categories: wage work, employer
and self-employment. Given the small proportion of youth working as employers and in selfemployment, the focus will be on wage work.

EVOLVING OPPORTUNITIES IN THE LABOR MARKET
This section aims to observe changes in the structure of youth wage employment
between 1988 and 1998, and to map emerging opportunities in the economy. Gender and
urban/rural disparities will be observed as well as differences between youth and the overall
working population (ages 15 to 64).
Table 8 shows the changes in wage work for youth and the overall working
population by sex. Between 1988 and 1998, wage work grew at a slower rate for youth than
for the overall population, with wide gender and urban/rural differences. The proportion of
youth wage workers increased from 46.0 percent in 1988 to 48.4 percent in 1998, while for
the overall population, the proportion of wage workers grew from 50.6 percent to 54 percent
during the decade. However, a breakdown by gender and age shows that this growth of wage
work as a proportion of all work was driven by growth in male wage work. Overall, the
proportion of wage workers among women declined, and more so among young women,
falling from 26.7 percent in 1988 to 19.6 percent in 1998. Given the increase among men
and decline among women wage workers, the gender gap in wage work increased during the
ten-year period. The ratio of females to males among wage workers in 1988 was 0.45. In
1998 the female to male ratio became 0.39. The gender gap among young workers age 15-24
was even wider falling for 0.38 to 0.28.
Table 8 Distribution of Workers in Egypt, by Wage/Nonwage work, Age and Sex, 19881998
15_24
Wage work
Nonwage work
Total
N (weighted)
15_64
Wage work
Nonwage work
Total
N (weighted)

Male

1988
Female

Total

Male

1998
Female

Total

58.7
41.3
100.0
1206

26.7
73.3
100.0
801

46.0
54.0
100.0
2007

70.0
30.0
100.0
870

19.6
80.4
100.0
652

48.4
51.6
100.0
1522

62.6
37.4
100.0
5624

28.2
71.8
100.0
3018

50.6
49.4
100.0
8642

70.6
29.4
100.0
4817

27.2
72.8
100.0
2976

54.0
46.0
100.0
7793

Source: LFSS, 1988 and ELMS, 1998

Changes in the Distribution of Youth Wage Workers by Residence
Table 9 shows the distribution of youth wage workers by urban/rural and region of
residence in Egypt in 1988 and 1998. The table shows that between 1988 and 1998, there
was a significant shift in the concentration of youth wage workers from urban to rural areas
among youth wage workers – particularly among female youth. The change is mainly due to
a decline in the proportion of youth wage workers in the traditional urban centers: Greater
Cairo, Alexandria and the Suez Cities, despite the significant increase in urban Lower and
urban Upper Egypt. Rural Lower Egypt has the largest proportion of youth wage workers -36.6 percent of young men and 33.5 percent of young women. Greater Cairo has the second
highest concentration of female youth wage workers accounting for over a fifth of total

young female wage workers. For young male wage workers, rural Upper Egypt has the
second highest concentration, with a quarter of young men in wage work. Changes in the
urban-rural distribution of youth wage workers need to be investigated. It may be due to the
fact that most returned migrants from the gulf made investments in rural areas which offered
greater opportunities for youth wage employment. It may also be a shift in residence and not
necessarily of work. That is more young people may be living in rural areas but commuting
to work in urban areas. Observing job location versus residence in 1988 and 1998, shows a
greater proportion of youth in 1998 than in 1988 who are living in rural areas and commuting
to urban areas for work. Moreover, the decline among urban youth wage workers may also
be due to a significant drop in public sector employment as a result of the privatization
efforts during the decade. This will be investigated in the next section.

Table 9 Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, by Sex, Urban/Rural
and Region of Residence, 1988-1998
Urban/Rural
Urban
Rural
Total
N (weighted)
Region
Greater Cairo
Alex. & Canal Cities
Urban Lower Egypt
Urban Upper Egypt
Rural Lower Egypt
Rural Upper Egypt
Total
N (weighted)

Male

1988
Female

Total

Male

1998
Female

Total

44.2
55.8
100.0
720

61.9
38.1
100.0
217

48.3
51.7
100.0
937

38.0
62.0
100.0
670

52.6
47.4
100.0
140

40.5
59.5
100.0
810

23.7
8.1
8.2
4.2
27.0
28.8
100.0
720

36.1
13.1
10.1
2.6
29.7
8.4
100.0
217

26.6
9.2
8.6
3.8
27.6
24.1
100.0
937

15.7
5.9
10.3
6.2
36.6
25.4
100.0
670

22.8
12.2
10.5
7.1
33.5
13.9
100.0
140

16.9
7.0
10.3
6.3
36.1
23.4
100.0
810

Source: LFSS, 1988 and ELMS, 1998

Changes in the Sectoral Distribution of Youth Wage Workers
The private sector is the leading sector for youth wage workers in Egypt. In 1998,
81.7 percent of young men and women wage workers were engaged in private sector activity
and 18.2 percent were in the public sector (government and public enterprises) and 0.1% in
other activities (joint enterprises etc.). The distribution varies by gender: Female youth were
more evenly distributed between the private and public sectors – 58.2 and 41.2 percent,
respectively, while male youth wage workers were more concentrated in the private sector –
86.6 percent compared to 13.3 percent in the public sector (see table A5 in the appendix).

Table 10 shows the distribution of youth wage workers by sex and sector in 1988 and
1998. The public sector is classified into government work and state-owned enterprises
(SOEs). The private sector is also classified as agricultural and non-agricultural to better
observe where changes are taking place within the sector. As the table shows, between 1988
and 1998, there were significant changes in the distribution of youth wage workers between
sectors. The proportion of youth working in private sector agricultural wage work declined
significantly from 21.2 percent in 1988 to 13.4 percent in 1998. The proportion of youth
working in state-owned enterprises (SOEs) also declined falling from 7.1 percent to 4.1
percent. The decline in SOE work probably drives the significant drop among urban youth
wage workers as noted above. Opportunities for youth appear to have emerged to some
extent in government, increasing from 12.3 to 14.1, and in the non-agricultural private
sector which increased from 59 percent to 68.4 percent.
Table 10 Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, by Sex and Sector,
1988-1998
Government
State-Owned Enterprises
Private Agri Wage work
Private Non-Agri Wage work
Total
N (weighted)

Male
6.9
5.6
22.2
65.3
100.0
717

1988
Female
30.5
14.0
17.7
37.8
100.0
215

Total
12.3
7.6
21.2
59.0
100.0
932

Male
8.8
4.5
14.3
72.4
100.0
668

1998
Female
39.5
2.0
9.4
49.1
100.0
140

Total
14.1
4.1
13.4
68.4
100.0
808

Source: LFSS, 1988 ELMS, 1998

Changes in the sectoral distribution of youth were much more significant among
female youth than male youth. Young women were strongly hit with the privatization of
SOEs resulting in a drop from 14 to 2 percent among young women working in SOEs
between 1988 and 1998, compared to a drop from 5.6 to 4.5 percent in the proportion of
young men. Similarly, the proportion of young women in private sector agricultural wage
work fell from 17.7 percent to 9.4 percent while for men the decline was from 22.2 percent to
14.3 percent. The increase in the proportion of youth working for the government increased
for both young men and women between 1988 and 1998 at a similar rate. In the
nonagricultural private sector, opportunities appear to have grown more for young women
that for young men: The proportion of female youth in nonagricultural private sector work
grew from 37.8 to 49.1 percent during the ten-year period compared to an increase from 65.3
to 72.4 for young men. However, the increase in government work and nonagriculture private
sector work was not sufficient to absorb the decline in SOEs and private sector agricultural
work which explains the significant drop in wage work for young women observed earlier.
Changes in the Structure of Economic Activity for Youth Wage Workers
This section will analyze changes in the economic activity of youth wage workers
between 1988 and 1998. Changes will be observed within the private and public sectors, and
differentiated by gender.

Table 11 Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (Ages 15 to 24) in the Private Sector in
Egypt, by Economic Activity, 1988-1998
1988
26.4
26.4
17.8
16.5
0.1
0.5
2.8
0.4
9.1
100.0
740

Agriculture
Manufacturing
Construction
Trade
Electric
Mining
Transport
Finance
Services
Total
N (weighted)

1998
16.4
27.2
19.8
17.2
N/A
N/A
6.3
1.8
11.4
100.0
644

Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Table 11 shows the distribution of youth wage workers in the private sector by
economic activity in 1988 and 1998. As the table shows, manufacturing was the leading
wage activity for youth in the private sector in Egypt with over a quarter youth wage
workers. Construction, trade and services also have a significant proportion of youth.
Agriculture which was a leading activity in 1988 for youth along with manufacturing,
declined sharply as mentioned earlier and ranked fourth among private sector activities for
youth in 1998. The overall picture conceals major gender differences in the structure of
economic activities among youth wage workers. Figure 6 below shows the structure and
changes in economic activity of male and female wage workers in the private sector in Egypt
in 1988 and 1998 (also see table A6 in appendix).
Figure 6. Structure of Economic Activity of Male and Female Youth Wage Workers in the
Private Sector in Egypt, 1988 and 1998.
Distribution of Youth Wage Workers in the Private Sector in Egypt, by
Economic Activity - Male

Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (15-24) in the Private Sector in Egypt, by
Economic Activity - Female
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Figure 6 shows the structure of economic activity for young men and women wage
workers in the private sector in Egypt in 1988 and 1998. The figure shows male youth wage
workers in the private sector are more evenly distributed among the various economic
activities, while female youth are concentrated in agriculture, manufacturing, trade and

services. The changes in the distribution of male youth among the various activities suggests
some opportunities have emerged between 1988 and 1998 in transport and services and to a
lesser extent in construction and trade. The leading activities – agriculture and
manufacturing declined during the ten years, however, the decline in manufacturing was
small and it remained as the leading activity in 1998. For female youth, opportunities for
wage workers appear to have emerged in manufacturing, trade, finance and to some extent
services and construction. The sharp decline in agriculture which was the leading private
sector activity in 1998 resulted in making trade and manufacturing the leading activities
followed by services. Finance appears to be a new area where opportunities are emerging for
young women in the private sector. However, these emerging opportunities were not
sufficient to offset the decline in agriculture, resulting in an overall drop in the proportion of
female youth wage workers in the private sector.
Within the public sector, the government continues to offer opportunities for youth,
mostly in services (see table A7 in appendix). It is interesting that the government continues
to offer employment for young new entrants, despite a decade of economic reforms calling
for public sector down-sizing.
Changes in the Occupational Distribution of Youth Wage Workers
As with the above section, this section will examine changes in the distribution of
occupations among youth wage workers in the private sector and in the government, to
observe emerging occupational opportunities. Table 12 shows the occupational distribution
of youth wage workers in the private sector in 1988 and 1998.
Table 12 Distribution of Youth Aged 15 to 24 in the Private Sector in Egypt, by Occupation
and Sex, 1988-1998
Tech.& Scientific
Clerical
Sales
Services
Agriculture
Production
Total
N (weighted)

Male
2.8
1.2
8.0
6.1
27.6
54.3
100.0
530

1988
Female
11.6
11.6
15.3
9.6
31.4
20.6
100.0
114

Total
4.3
3.1
9.4
6.7
28.2
48.3
100.0
644

Male
3.8
1.2
9.9
6.4
16.2
62.5
100.0
564

1998
Female
14.4
12.9
20.5
4.0
16.1
32.1
100.0
80

Total
5.1
2.6
11.2
6.1
16.3
58.7
100.0
644

Clearly, the occupational distribution follows the same pattern as economic activity
for youth in the private sector. In 1988, the leading occupations in the private sector for
youth wage workers were production and agriculture. Despite the decline in agricultural
activity among youth wage workers in the private sector, agriculture remained the second
occupation for youth in 1998 – but more so for young men than young women. Sales was
the second occupation for female youth wage workers in the private sector in 1998, where the
share of female youth grew from 15.3 percent in 1988 to 20.5 percent in 1998. The
proportion of female youth in Technical and Scientific jobs such as nursing and teaching as
well as in clerical, occupations also increased in the ten year period. Whereas the share of

male youth in services increased modestly, the proportion of female youth in these
occupations dropped by more than 50 percent between 1988 and 1998.
The occupational distribution of jobs in the government for youth only confirms the
expansion in social services – namely technical and scientific jobs. There has also been a
notable increase in clerical jobs (see Table A8 in the appendix). It is likely that the expansion
efforts of social services, namely health and education, in the past decade, especially in
Upper Egypt and in rural and remote areas offered work opportunities in the government for
new entrants into the labor force.
CONDITIONS OF WORK
The previous section surveyed changes in the structure and distribution of work
opportunities in the economy for young people. This section looks into the conditions of
work and how they have changed over the past decade. Work conditions are analyzed
through working hours, work stability, availability of contract, work in/out of establishments,
incidence of social security benefits and medical insurance. It is expected that working
condition in the public sector would be better than in the private sector, assuming better
adherence to labor laws. Nevertheless, working conditions will be observed in both the
public and private sector. As with the previous sections, gender differentials will be noted.
Changes in Working Hours of Youth Wage Workers
Table 13 shows the average working hours per week for youth wage workers by
sector and sex in 1988 and 1998. Interestingly, average working hours for both male and
female youth wage workers increased in every sector, including the government and state
owned enterprises. In 1988, youth working in the government worked on average 36.6 hours
per week -- less than the conventional 40 hours per week; in 1998, it increased to an average
of 42.5 hours per week. Male youth in the government worked on average more hours per
week than female youth – an average difference of 3.6 hours in 1988 and 6.2 hours in 1998.
Average working hours in SOEs was over 40 hours per week in 1988 (47.7) and also male
youth worked on average 6.3 hours more than female youth. In 1998, average working hours
for youth working in SOEs increased to 51.1. While average working hours for male youth
did not change, for female youth it increased by an average of 11 hours from 44.3 in 1988 to
55.2 in 1998.
Average working hours in private sector agricultural wage work increased modestly
for young men between 1988 and 1998, however, for young women working hours increased
dramatically from 39.6 in 1988 to 71.2 in 1998 – an average increase of 32 hours. While the
increase in working hours for young women appears to be exaggerated in the data, interviews
with young women working in private non-agriculture work shoe that their working hours
ranged between 8 to 60 per week; working in non-agriculture period. Therefore, does not
seem to be an exaggerated number for agriculture work in nonagricultural private sector
wage work, working hours for youth increased an average of 4.7 hours between 1988 and
1998 – more for young men than for young women.
Table 13 Average Working Hours Per Week for Youth Wage Workers (Ages 15 to 24) in
Egypt, by Sector and Sex, 1988-1998

Male
38.8
50.6
37.1
48.2

Government
SOE
Private agric. wage work
Private nonagric. wage work
Total

1988
Female
35.2
44.3
39.6
50.5
4 43.2

Total
36.6
47.7
37.6
48.6
44.6

Male
45.5
50.7
40.4
53.4
50.7

1998
Female
39.3
55.2
71.2
52.8
49.3

Total
42.5
51.1
44.1
53.3
50.5

Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Changes in Work Stability for Youth Wage Workers
Table 14 shows work stability for youth wage workers by sector and sex for 1988 and
1998. In general, most public sector work is permanent while most agricultural wage work
in the private sector is casual. Between 1988 and 1998, there has been a significant increase
in the proportion of youth wage workers in temporary employment in both the public sector
and the non-agricultural private sector. The proportion of male youth working on a
temporary basis in the government increased from 6.4 percent in 1988 to 11.6 percent in
1998, while for young women it more than doubled from 13.2 percent in 1988 to 31.9
percent in 1998. The proportion of female youth working permanently in the government
dropped 18 percentage points from 86.8 percent in 1988 to 68.1 percent in 1998. Similarly,
the proportion of young men and women in permanent employment in SOEs declined
sharply. Thus, it seems that most of the new job opportunities in the government observed
earlier for young women are temporary positions. It also appears to be that the government
is proceeding gradually towards down-sizing the public sector by reducing opportunities for
permanent employment for young new entrants. The proportion of young men and women
wage workers in temporary employment also increased in the non-agricultural private sector
during the decade – more for young women than young men. Permanent employment
increased only among youth wage workers in the agricultural private sector.
Table 14 Work Stability of Youth Wage Workers (Ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, by Sector and
Sex, 1988-1998
Permanent
1988 1998
Male
Government
SOE
Private Agriculture
Private Non-agriculture
Total
Female
Government
SOE
Private Agriculture
Private Non-agriculture
Total

Temporary
1988 1998

Seasonal
1988 1998

Casual
1988 1998

Total
1988 1998

90.0
93.5
16.0
55.7
51.4

88.2
68.0
19.1
55.1
53.4

6.4
6.5
0.0
9.7
7.1

11.8
32.0
1.4
15.7
14.1

0.0
0.0
0.2
0.9
0.6

0.0
0.0
4.8
0.5
1.1

3.6
0.0
83.8
33.7
40.9

0.0
0.0
74.7
28.7
31.4

100.0
100.1
100.1
100.1
100.0

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

86.6
89.5
9.7
73.9
68.5

68.1
47.6
17.4
59.1
58.5

13.4
10.5
0.0
16.0
11.6

31.9
28.6
0.0
31.0
28.4

0.0
0.0
25.8
2.4
5.5

0.0
0.0
74.6
4.7
9.4

0.0
0.0
64.5
7.7
14.4

0.0
23.8
8.0
5.2
3.8

100.0
100.1
100.0
100.0
100.0

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.1

Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Changes in Contractual Work
An important indicator of job security and work formality is the existence of a
contract between the employer and employee. Table 15 shows the availability of contracts
among youth wage workers in the public and private sectors by sex for 1988 and 1998. As
the table shows, a larger proportion of female youth wage workers have contracts than male
youth. Between 1988 and 1998, the proportion of youth with contracts declined slightly for
young men from 19.0 percent to 18.3 percent, but the drop was significant for young women
from 50.4 percent in 1988 to 44.4 percent in 1998. Expectedly, most youth working in the
public sector have legal work contracts. However, most youth working in the private sector
do not have employment contracts. Between 1988 and 1998 the proportion of male youth in
the public sector without contracts decreased while for female youth it increased – more for
SOE workers than for government workers. The proportion of youth in non-agricultural
private wage work without contracts increased for both young men and women during the 10
year period – but more for young women than for young men.
Table 15 Availability of a Contract for Youth Wage Workers (Ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, by
Sector and Sex, 1988-1998
Male
Government
SOE
Private Agriculture
Private Non-agriculture
Total
Female
Government
SOE
Private Agriculture
Private Non-agriculture
Total

Yes

1988
No

Total

89.2
79.6
2.8
12.2
19.0

10.8
20.4
97.2
87.9
81.0

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

93.5
89.8
1.4
8.0
18.2

6.5
10.2
98.6
92.0
81.8

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

89.8
85.8
0.0
25.7
50.2

10.2
14.2
100.0
74.3
49.8

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

87.8
47.6
0.0
17.9
44.4

12.3
52.4
100.0
82.1
55.6

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

Yes

1998
No

Total

Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Changes in the Distribution of Youth Wage Workers In and Out of Establishments
Wage work in the survey has been classified into in-establishment and out-ofestablishment. An establishment is defined as a fixed place dedicated to economic activity,
outside the home. Coupled with other factors, working in establishments is sometimes used
as an indicator of formal work. According to the definition above, all public sector work is
considered to be in establishments while all agricultural work is outside establishments.
Table 16 shows the distribution of youth wage workers in private sector non-agricultural
work in and out of establishments. The majority of youth wage workers in the
nonagricultural private sector work in establishments. Between 1988 and 1998 the
proportion of youth working outside establishments dropped from 46.3 percent to 40.9
percent, respectively for male youth and from 22.5 percent to 12.2 percent for female youth.
While this may indicate increased formality, the trends observed above in working hours and
stability, rather suggest and increase in informal work.

Table 16 Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (Ages 15 to 24) in the Non-agricultural
Private Sector in Egypt, by Sex and In/ Out of Establishment , 1988-1998
1988
In
Outside
Sex
establishment Establishment
Male
62.5
37.5
Female
87.2
12.8
Total
66.2
33.8

Total
100.0
100.0
100.0

1998
In
Outside
establishment Establishment
61.7
38.3
94.3
5.7
65.8
34.2

Total
100.0
100.0
100.0

Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Changes in Social Security Coverage and Medical Insurance for Youth Wage Workers
Social security coverage and medical insurance are considered basic benefits in
employment and are used as indicators of working conditions. Due to unavailability of
information on the coverage of social security and medical insurance for youth wage workers
in the public sector in 1988, Table 17 shows social security coverage and medical insurance
for youth in the private sector. Young men and women were less likely to have jobs with
social security or medical insurance in 1998 than they were in 1988. Women were
considerably more likely to have jobs with benefits than men. Among youth working in
nonagricultural wage work over 80 percent neither have social security nor medical
insurance. Between 1988 and 1998, there has been a small decrease in the proportion of
youth with these benefits.
Table 17 Social Security Coverage and Medical Insurance for Youth Wage Workers (Ages
15 to 24) in the Private Nonagricultural Sector in Egypt, by Sex, 1988-1998
Yes
Social Security
Male
Female
Total
Medical Insurance
Male
Female
Total

1988
No

Total

Yes

1998
No

Total

15.0
27.9
16.9

85.0
72.1
83.1

100.0
100.0
100.0

10.7
16.2
11.3

89.4
83.8
88.7

100.0
100.0
100.0

5.1
16.7
6.8

94.9
83.3
93.2

100.0
100.0
100.0

4.6
7.1
4.9

95.4
93.0
95.1

100.0
100.0
100.0

Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Overall, working conditions appear to have worsened during the decade for youth
wage workers in Egypt with longer working hours, lesser stability and fewer benefits. These
indicators may also suggest that the few opportunities which emerged in the labor market for
youth wage workers are most likely in the informal sector. However, further analysis on
these indicators and other measures of formality are necessary before making a statement in
this regard.

CONCLUSION
The above analysis tells a mixed story on young people’s work opportunities in
Egypt. To begin with the good news, more Egyptian youth are educated and tend to stay
longer in school in 1998 than in 1988. Young women are entering the labor force earlier
than their older sisters and staying longer while male youth are entering later than their older
brothers and retiring earlier. Opportunities for wage work emerged in government, mainly in
technical & scientific and clerical jobs. There were also emerging opportunities in nonagricultural private sector activities, mainly manufacturing and trade.
But the good news stop here. Youth in Egypt carry the largest burden of
unemployment. 1.3 million young men and women are able, ready and searching for work
but are without employment. The number increases when the search criterion is relaxed
reflecting a large number of young people who stopped searching and dropped out of the
labor force. The situation is worse for young women whose unemployment rate is three
times the rate of young men and more than twice the overall female unemployment rate.
More than half of the young women in the labor force have intermediate and above education
but are unemployed.
The proportion of youth wage workers increased modestly over the ten years. While
the proportion of young men working for wages increased significantly, there was a sharp
decline among young women. As young women were mostly concentrated in state owned
enterprises and private sector agriculture – the two sectors which suffered sharp declines
during the ten year period of economic reforms, their share dropped significantly in wage
work. Opportunities in the government and in the private non-agricultural sector emerged
for young men, especially in technical and scientific jobs, trade, services, construction and
transport. The government also offered opportunities for young women and there were also a
few emerging opportunities in manufacturing, trade and finance. However, growth in these
areas was slower than the decline in SOEs and private agriculture, resulting in an overall
drop in the proportion of wage workers in Egypt.
Working conditions also became less stable for youth, especially for young women.
There are fewer permanent jobs, less contractual work, and in the few emerging
opportunities, working hours were longer and work is temporary.
The results support the hypothesis that the formal private sector remains small and is
not meeting the demands of the rapidly increasing and educated new entrants – Egypt’s
youth. The results also support the arguments that women bear the brunt of adjustment in
times of economic reform, namely in fewer opportunities, greater work instability, fewer
benefits and longer hours. These results need to be tested further before causality is
established between the Economic Recovery and Structural Adjustment Program and the
limited opportunities for youth in the labor market.
Although preliminary, these results have serious policy implications. Indeed it is not
only important to address constraints on the demand for labor from a policy perspective, but

also to tackle the specific issues which affect men and women differently. With a large
young population and improvements in education and health care, youth in Egypt hold a
great promise for the economic development of the country. Whether, youth translate into a
‘window of opportunity’ or an ‘obstacle to growth’ is very much a function of the
commitment of all stakeholders and the incentives and policies of policy makers in Egypt.

Chapter Four
Opportunities and Work Conditions in the Private Sector
Nagah Hassan Al-Bassusi
INTRODUCTION
This chapter explores the impact of national and international economic change in the
last decade through an analysis of in-depth case studies of 27 young Egyptian women
working in three sectors of the wage economy. To retain a focus on the effects on Egypt’s
ambitious structural adjustment program, young women who entered the workforce during
this time were interviewed about their experience with the labor market.
Structural adjustment programs work on the premise that by letting free markets work
and by promoting competitive conditions, worker productivity and welfare will improve—
these involve fundamental changes in the economy as it moves to gain a competitive edge in
the world economy. Labour markets are expected to adjust and respond to these changes. To
capture the effect of such changes in the growing sectors of the economy, several of the cases
were sampled from factories manufacturing garments for export, the sector widely assumed
to be at the forefront of globalization. It is also expected that as a result of structural
adjustment, younger, better educated women would take the place of older women in the
workforce and perhaps even of men, given that many export oriented production sectors,
such as the garment industry, usually employ young women. Yet our quantitative analysis
finds the highest rates of unemployment are among the younger cohorts of women in the
labor force. This is unusual for economies trying to develop through export oriented markets
such as the garments sector. By exploring the cases of some young, female wage workers in
depth, we hope to shed light on why high rates of unemployment have prevailed among their
sisters.
As public sector enterprises shrank in size new female entrants resorted to sections
of the private sector for employment. There were some opportunities created by an exportled growth strategy and trade liberalisation which encouraged multinational corporations to
relocate production facilities and subcontract parts of production processes to many lowwage countries. A growth in the number and size of export-oriented manufacturing facilities,
whether built by local or foreign investors, have resulted in an increase of the participation of
women - and particularly of young women - in private sector employment.
This study contributes to a growing literature and responds to interest in the impact of
such globalizing trends on the lives of young women. In general, young women are often the

preferred employees for jobs in sectors like garment manufacturing and sales. Standing
(1989) argues that the adoption of flexible labour practices and supply side development
strategies (structural adjustment policies) led to an increase of women’s economic roles (i.e.,
their participation in labour force is increased), but also to a weakening of their income and
employment security. Labour market regulations are eroding and regarded as unnecessary
costs and rigidities. Others argue that young women are better off as employees in the private
sector than at home or in the public sector. Their exposure to modern life, modern dress and
salaries that are higher than the ones paid in government service all help to raise these young
women’s aspiration and self-esteem reference (Kabeer, 1991; Amin et al, 1997).
This paper explores the situation of young female entrants into Egypt’s labour market
within this new economic environment to better understands the range of options and work
roles available to young women across various sectors within the formal private sector.
Through description of work conditions, the paper provides an assessment of gaps and felt
needs from the perspective of workers, and accordingly, provides broad guidance for policy
and programmatic interventions. It is organized as follows: the first section describes the
study method and data. Section two reflects on what the sampled cases for the qualitative
study may be reasonably assumed to represent by analysing their characteristics compared to
the profile of wage workers revealed by the 1998 Egypt Labor Force Survey. The discussion
of the survey data helped to place the results from this small scale in-depth study in a larger
context. The third section of the paper draws on the experiences of individual young women
wage workers included in the study. Together, the quantitative and qualitative analyses
sketch out the experience of these relatively recent entrants’ work conditions and provides
the basis for recommending actions that aim to improve the access to and conditions of work
for young female labour market entrants.
SECTION I: DATA AND METHOD
To further explore young women’s livelihood opportunities the Population Council
also conducted an in-depth qualitative study on youth livelihood opportunities to investigate
changes in opportunities as a consequence of the economic transformation process, to
identify emerging sectors for young women’s employment, and to learn about the working
conditions in the leading sections of the private sector. This chapter presents results from the
case studies of young, female wage workers.
The case studies were conducted through a series of in-depth interviews conducted
over the course of over a year and multiple visits to the respondent’s households. These
interviews were transcribed and translated and summarized into case histories for analysis by
the research team. The study focuses on working girls in the private sector in three different
parts of the Egyptian Delta. The surveyed respondents came from three occupational sectors:
Garment manufacturing sector in an industrial zone (7 cases), sales and services sectors in an
urban area near Cairo (11 cases), and small factories in Mansura city, Dakahlia governorate
(10 cases). Girls working in garment, sales and services sectors were all urban, and those
sampled in Mansoura factories live in a rural village near Mansoura.
Data collection for the in-depth study took a case study approach for each of the
sampled workers. Interviews were conducted with the worker, her family members and her

peers at work. To the extent possible, representation within a particular occupational category
was ensured by adopted a random selection process appropriate and feasible for the chosen
study sites. The selection process in the industrial zone came closest to a true random
selection enabled by the fact that the authorities of the zone maintained a fairly complete
listing of all workers who have worked in any of the factories in the recent past. Thus, we
were able to randomly select cases from this roster. In the Greater Cairo location, the study
used a complete listing of households provided by an NGO working in a public housing
area. This household listing enabled the selection of households at random which were then
contacted to locate adolescent girls who were engaged in wage work. This was done by
administering a brief questionnaire. The sample selection process in Mansoura elicited the
help of another NGO working to provide micro-credit services to young girls and women.
Their roster of eligible girls and women provided a frame from which girls engaged in wage
work were selected. While the selection process is by no means completely random, it was
designed to prevent self-selection of more articulate respondents which would bias the
profiles. The total number of interviews conducted in each site was influenced by the authors
assessment as to whether additional interviews were yielding new information,
The interviews were open ended but elicited responses on young women’s working
conditions, their work experience, and their search for job opportunities as well as a host of
personal and family background information. In addition to an analysis of the in-depth
interviews, this paper analyses the New Labour Code and Social Security Code to explore the
gap between granted legal rights and actual practice. While the macro-level survey data and
the two legal codes identifies the gaps between granted labour rights and real practices, the
qualitative analysis tries to explain the causes of these gaps.
Section II: Characteristics of the Sample and What It Represents
The focus of the study is on early work experience. The sampled women for the
qualitative study ranged in age from 15 to 29 years. Some older women who were sampled
were kept in the survey for retrospective information. The research design assumes that in
order to learn about experience with the workforce as well as information about marriage and
schooling related to work, it is useful to have a combination of women who have recently
completed the process as well as younger women who are going through the process . The
particular focus of the in-depth study is on female wage workers in the non-agricultural
sector as that is the sector generally expected to be in the forefront of Egypt’s development in
the future.
SECTION III: WORKER PERSPECTIVES
This section explores the narratives of workers and working conditions of young
women in production, sales and services. Survey data on contracts and working hours report
on the gaps between labour rights and labour practices, while an analysis of in-depth
interviews explains the existence of these gaps, and attempts to better explain how girls think
of their work conditions. The section concludes with a summing up in terms of the relative
bargaining position of workers.
Overall the narratives of workers suggest that while they recognize the exploitative
nature of their terms of employment, they also believe that the private sector holds the most

promise for delivering jobs to new, poorly qualified workers like them. Some of our
respondents were colourful in their expression of their situations:
“Staying at home is boring and oppressive. But working in the field of investment is
health consuming …. I am calling “ istesmar” (investment) “isteimar” (colonialism).”
Amera, 19 year old, commercial high school, industrial zone.
Others are more pragmatic in their assessment of what policies hold the most promise
for them:
“Many thanks to employers. They have found us millions of job opportunities. They pay
taxes, electricity, and salaries - and still need to make a profit. How can they do that if
they don’t exploit us in one way or another? I believe that the solution should come from
the government, from the parliament, or from the Shoura’ council. Investors should be
treated well - so that they, in turn, are able to adhere to laws related to workers’ rights.”
Hoda, commercial high school, 26 years old, industrial zone.
Contrasting the reactions of workers with differing salary levels, it appears that a
worker’s assessment of her work condition appears to be more a reflection of the employer/
employee relation and the treatment of workers by their employers, than it is a reflection of
the level of remuneration for their work. Amera works in one of the most modern and
(financially) rewarding sectors of the economy, in a well- appointed garment factory. She
earns a substantial salary. For Amera, at issue are the long working hours, mandatory
overtime work, and lack of flexibility in terms of ability to leave for another job. Thus,
although garment work pays high wages , the work conditions lead Amera to the realization
that she is being exploited and therefore that the sector is perpetuating a system similar to
“Isteimar” or colonialism..
Workers seem to recognize that there has been a large scale withdrawal of the state
from its historic role of granting guaranteed job opportunity, and regard the modern private
sector as the main source for new jobs as reflected by Hoda in the second quote. Their
attitude towards their jobs and their employers appears to be most influenced by the lack of
alternatives, by the difficulties that most experience in finding a job in the first place, and by
a continuing awareness that despite all of the hardships they face, they are fortunate to have a
job. The response to the hardship instead is to have limited expectations about these jobs. For
various reasons related to the experience of work and to their social circumstances, workers
accept these extreme hardships with the expectation that they have to be endured only briefly
until they are able to save enough money to leave the workforce and settle into marriage.
LABOUR MARKET ENTRY: THE JOB SEARCH PROCESS
The context of high unemployment all around is an important determinants of worker
attitudes. In general, Egypt’s youth carry the largest burden of unemployment. They
constitute almost two thirds (63.7%) of the unemployed persons in the labour force in Egypt.
At an open unemployment rate of 30.7 percent, youth unemployment is almost three times
the overall unemployment rate in Egypt (11.7). That is, 4.1 million young men and women

who are able, ready, and searching for work are without employment (See Chapter 3). These
indicators highlight the inability of the economy to create enough job opportunity, and
accordingly, available jobs, including the unskilled ones which are highly competitive for
youth.
The situation for young women is much worse than their older sisters and male peers .
The open unemployment rate for young women is 59.4 percent- over three times of rate of
young men (19) and more that twice of the overall female unemployment rate (27.6). That is,
more than half the young women in the labour force are unemployed and seeking
employment. The highest rate of unemployment is among women with intermediate (75.9%)
and secondary (69.3%) level education (See Chapter 3). As such our sample of young women
who have had some experience in the workforce in the past or are currently working,
represents a group that has been luckier than most of their counterparts. However, the job
search process was difficult and rank high among the hardships that they have endured in
their young lives.
Question:
Mona:

How did you find your job?
“It is very embarrassing to search for a job. Fifteen days after I finished my
exams, I decided to work to help myself. I went and looked at shops to see if
there are any vacancy announcements.14 Whenever I saw such an
announcement, I would go into the shop and ask. I did that many times and the
answers have been frustrating: they always ask you to leave your phone number
and promise to call you later and they never call, or they claim the owner is not
in at the moment, and ask you to come again later. Once I entered a shop and
asked about a vacancy. They told me we have already hired a girl. I reminded
them of the announcement that was posted outside. ‘No, the vacancy was no
longer there, they said, and they would get the announcement off right away’. I
kept unsuccessfully trying until my friend helped me to find the job I am in now.
She stipulated to her employer either to hire me or she will leave his shop. He
had to accept because he was in need for her. It is very embarrassing-”

Mona, 20 year old, Commercial high school. Currently working in clothes shop.
Mona highlights the difficulty for poor young women who do not have much
education, have little to offer by way of specific skills or expertise, and have few institutions
or avenues to resort to for finding a job appropriate for their skill level. Despite being ready
to accept long working hours and other work hazards, young women feel that the search
process for a job opportunity is difficult and embarrassing. For most of our respondents who
did not have a relative or a friend already working in a place that was looking for other
workers, finding work is essentially a test of endurance and perseverance. They have no
skills so they have to try for a range of low level jobs in factories, shops or other service
sectors. Since there is no way other than to look through face to face interaction, this process
necessarily entails being rejected which has considerable personal cost, since Such rejection
is considered a personal affront and is embarrassing.
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Usually, clothes shops hang an advertisement at the main door of shop when they are looking for an
employee.

Mona’s experience appears to be typical of the experience of working girls in Cairo
and is different from the experience of the respondents in the industrial zone or the rural area.
It may be a function of the relative absence of functioning social networks there. As such her
experience highlights the significance of social networks in the job-search process. Social
networks seem to be stronger in the rural site we studied. In general, rural workers also
appeared less likely to voice frustration and were more likely to praise and be thankful for
their social support system and their connections. Our case studies suggest that there, for
girls it was simply a matter of expressing a desire to work, and her family members,
neighbours, or relatives would join forces to find her the right job. When a working girl
finds a job for her female friend, the latter’s family has to check the safety of work place
before sending their girl to work. Most parents of working girls have visited their daughter’s
work place and are known by their employers.
Respondents from the industrial zone also express less frustration and embarrassment
about finding work compared to the girls of Cairo. We speculate that this is because the
factories are close to each other (all factories in the industrial zone are located within a
secured compound) and social networks have developed among the workers. Also, the city
that the zone is located in is small and there appears to be a shortage of labour. Several
factories have resorted to providing transport facilities from nearby cities and villages to
enhance their pool of workers. More importantly from the worker’s perspective perhaps is
that because of the presence of peer networks, it is easy for new entrants to find out about
availability and about the nature of work in the industrial zone. Even though it may still be a
matter of knocking on a factory’s door and asking for any positions available, social
networks help by guiding new entrants to places where work is available.
The importance of networks in the Egyptian context has been highlighted by public
debates and discussion on the system of “Wasta” or patronage in finding work. Some of the
non-working peers who were interviewed in the process of preparing our case studies of
wage workers complained that the reason they did not have a job was because they did not
have “Wasta”, that is they do not have access to the developing patronage system.
MOTIVATION FOR WORK AND THE QUALITY OF JOBS
The in-depth interviews attempted to elicit what led the individual respondents to
work and by what criteria potential and existing jobs were assessed by the workers
themselves. Our respondents generally appear to be self-driven in terms of their motivation
to work. For this generation of workers the ability to leave the house, to find a role for
themselves beyond the traditionally prescribed role of wife or mother, to be able to engage in
a wider network of peers beyond family and neighbors, were important reasons for wanting
to work. Such attitudes are common for cohorts of labor market entrants who are the first
generation of workers. The novelty of working outside the home and the exposure to a wider
world is often an important reason. When asked why she went to work initially, our rural
respondent, Sharmeen, said she wanted to go to be like all the other girls in the village, to
learn and to make friends. Sharmeen also said she preferred to work in a factory than
working at home because even though factory work entailed long hours, she liked the fact
that she got to go out. Sharmeen is young and her motivations were also very straight

forward. Another worker, Sayeeda, mentioned more complex emotions. She liked to work
because she liked the freedom and autonomy it gave her. Another worker, Samia said she
went to work to help her father prepare her for marriage. According to the mother of three
workers in the investment zone, the daughters went to work right after their graduation, and
unlike other girls who spent their earnings on specific items for their “gehez” the daughters
“invested” their money into their family home. The mother offered the opinion that this
investment was necessary also in preparation for their marriage to portray a positive family
image. Most girls stated that they themselves decided that they would look for work.
Although some respondents did indicate that they were compelled to work because of their
poverty, none expressed to us any sign that they were forced by family members to work. At
most there were descriptions of parents or other family members as benevolent benefactors
who helped girls to find their ways to jobs.15
Thus, when respondents were asked directly about reasons why they sought to work
in the first place, the responses ranged from reasons such as economic necessity, need for
companionship, using up spare time, a way to legitimise going out (of the house) and
accumulation of money for marriage. Indeed, saving for marriage appears to be a major
preoccupation for single workers. In general, marriage is an important concern for the
workers themselves and for their families, as it is for most girls of this age in Egypt. For
working girls, it appears that, rather than being an alternative to marriage, work is viewed as
a step towards a better marriage. Earning money is an important if not the only means
towards that end. Work affects marriage directly through saving for marriage preparations,
but also indirectly by allowing girls to meet more potential partners.16
The average monthly income for a regular female worker aged 15-24 years in the
private sector is 115.00 LE (See Chapter 3). This average is approximately equal to the
average monthly income of a newly recruited person with intermediate level education in the
public sector. It is not a living wage to support a family and most married men who have
such public sector jobs will find a second job in order to make ends meet. This level of
income would also be inadequate for a single male who is thinking about marriage
preparation.
However, for women the evaluation of this salary is different. When asked about the
adequacy of salaries, women are eager to portray the culturally appropriate image that their
earnings are not essential for their survival, that their families are not dependent on their
income and therefore, any positive earnings are considered adequate and worth the time and
effort. This is possibly attributable to a strong culturally constructed ideals that women are in
no way financially responsible for family livelihoods, and portraying them as such would be
an affront to the prestige of their men folk. This is even true for women who are de facto
heads of households. Rather, we found that other work conditions were repeatedly brought
up as the primary criteria for evaluating jobs. These attitudes are summarized by Amera who
says about her job “Any salary is better than nothing. Work is not all about money, …The
15

Equating personal interest with the household’s collecting interest was also noted in a study of garment
workers in Bangladesh (Amin et al., 1997).
16
It is common for this generation of girls in Egypt to get to know a potential marriage partner and to give some
importance to interpersonal attraction and compatibility and sometimes even to mention love.

most important thing is to feel psychologically comfortable at the work place: to be treated
well, respected and not exploited.” Amera, 19 year old, commercial high school,
industrial zone.
Amera reflects on three work conditions that are essential: by psychological comfort
she implied freedom from sexual harassment on the work floor. When elaborating on good
treatment she talked about insolent and aggressive manner of supervision, and exploitation
referred to length of working hours in relation to salary. These aspects of work condition
were raised as dimensions by which quality of jobs are judged regardless of sector of work or
the sites studied.
Among the girls we interviewed, salaries varied according to the region, the sector of
work and the girls’ work tasks. Salaries in the investment zone were the best, ranging
between 150 pounds for a helper (who trims excess thread from clothes, for example) to 500
pounds for an experienced girl who can operate a knitting machine. The majority of the
study cases earned a salary above 250 LE. It is our judgement based on the worker narratives
that while the pay is good, working on the lines in the industrial zone is hard work. the work
is physically demanding and taxing compared to the kind of work done in small factories,
sales, and services sectors. However, there the work is easier but the monthly salaries rarely
exceed 100 LE.
The sales and service sector is arguably the most undesirable sector of work because
of the long hours demanded in this sector. It also happens to be the sector with the best
demonstrated potential for creating new job opportunities nationwide. For many girls, the
income earned does not compensate for the long hours and dangerous working conditions.
Work in shops often entails tasks that young workers consider degrading (e.g., sweeping the
floor, cleaning the of work place). The potential for exposure to sexual harassment is also a
concern since girls are often by themselves in these shops and do not have the safety in
numbers that factory work affords. Girls often opt for lower pay to avoid these downsides of
sales and service sector jobs. Avoiding the risk of sexual harassment is probably the single
most important determinant in choosing work. The probability of exposure to sexual
harassment is considered to be highest in services sector, less so in sales, and negligible in
the large open factory spaces of the garment industry. Garment factories provide a relatively
safe environment since a large number of workers are present in the same space and can
collectively provide tight social control. In the service sector and to a lesser extent in small
factories the risk of harassment by employers or customers is higher. Similarly, public
transportations are relatively risky.
The typical response to sexual harassment is to quit work rather than confront or
challenge the perpetrator. “I worked in a private infant baby clinic. My task was to clean the
clinic, and to look after the babies and change their diapers. My salary was 150 pounds per
month. It was good because I didn’t have to pay much for transportation. The problem arose
when the doctor tried to harass me several times. I managed to handle it, until, one day, he
made sure there were no other people in the clinic. He almost literally tried to rape me. I
pushed him back and ran out of the clinic. I never returned to the clinic after this incident.”
Samia, 20 year old, high institute degree, urban site near Cairo

To summarize, the risk of sexual harassment as a threat of violence or as a threat to
reputation is probably the single most important criteria on by which a potential job is
assessed. Work conditions in terms of working hours or treatment by supervisors come next.
Salaries rank after these considerations. Other niceties of work such as contracts, social
insurance and medical insurance, did not appear on the “radar screen” of the workers who
were interviewed for this study.
WORK CONTRACTS
The new Labour code, Article 30 says “Contract of services must be in writing,
drawn up in Arabic in three copies, one copy for each of the two parties, the third for the
social insurance concerned office”.
Having a work contract is in itself a right for each individual worker as indicated by
labour law. It formalises the relation between its two parties (employer and employee) and
states the terms of reference. Work contracts entitle the worker to social and health
insurance. Length of working hours, the right for to a safe working environment, and other
work rights are regulated by labour law. Bypassing work contract undermines the labour
rights stated by law, and allows the employer to avoid facing retribution for violating
labour rights by simply denying the relation.
Meanwhile knowledge about labour laws and the guarantees afforded by law is very
limited among the young workers interviewed for the study. Labor contracts, although
mandated by law, were never common in Egypt and have seen an even further decline in the
past decade. Evidence from qualitative analysis also confirms that most employers do not
offer contracts. All of the women we interviewed worked without a contract at the time of the
interview. We explored the laws to understand why contracts are not more commonly in use.
Employers believe that contracts are costly as they oblige employers to grant workers
maternity and annual leave, sick leave, disability leave old age and disability and
unemployment benefits. In addition, contracts limit the possibilities to dismiss employees.
The article (61) of the New Labour Law states that: “Dismissal of a worker is forbidden
unless he is guilty of heavy default” (New Labour Law: article 61). Proving ‘heavy default’
is a painstaking exercise, involving a committee composed of the director of the labour
governorate of manpower, a trade union representative, and the employer or his
representative (ibid: article 62, 63). These various obligations make employers reluctant to
formalise work contracts.
For different reasons, many young women share the employers’ preference for
informality. Many believe (erroneously) that contracts commit them for a long term because
when contracts are offered they stipulate long years of commitment to one workplace. Thus
contracts are believed to restrict job mobility. In fact, it appears that employers only offer
contracts that stipulate several years of work and a fine in case the contract is not fulfilled.
Since most workers believe that they are not going to continue work after marriage they are
hesitant to commit to contracts and have refused contracts even when they have been offered.

Hind:
Question:
Hind:

I don’t have a work contract, and I wouldn’t like to have one. It is a monopoly
contract.
What do you mean by a ‘monopoly contract’?
If I want to work as a tailor, and I got trained inside the factory, I have to sign a
contract to work for this factory for at least six years. If I didn’t like the work
and wanted to leave, I would have to pay the employer a 6000 LE penalty.
Hind, 19 year old, commercial high school, industrial zone.

SOCIAL INSURANCE
“All workers in the public and private sector are entitled to five types of insurance:
senescence, disability and death; occupational accidents; health insurance; unemployment
insurance; and social welfare for retired people” (Article One of the Social Insurance Law)
Workers are entitled to social insurance automatically by informing the
Administration Authority of Social Insurance (Public Institution of Social Insurance). The
New Labour Code and the Social Insurance Code oblige employers and employees to carry
out the responsibility of informing this administration authority by sending them a copy of
the work contract. “Contract of services must be in writing, drawn up in Arabic in three
copies, one copy for each of the two parties, the third for the social insurance concerned
office” (New Labour Code, article 30). Ministerial Decree No. 55 of year 1986 obliged the
worker to inform the competent authority of any new job within a week of starting it.
According to the social insurance law, a worker is responsible for 14% of the salary
to be saved in his/her social insurance account and employer is responsible for the equivalent
of 26% of a worker’s salary. However the penalty that employers have to pay for not
contributing to a worker’s social insurance is minimal compared to the costs of insuring:
non-compliance to social insurance laws carried a penalty of only 10 to 50 LE per worker.
An elaborate system is in place to ensure compliance to the laws. Official inspectors visit
work places to ensure registration of all workers for social insurance . Inspectors are
required to report any employer found to be in violation of the laws. Nonetheless, it is more
cost effective for them to pay the penalty since this costs the employer less than paying 26%
of a worker’s salary to social insurance. Evidence suggests that two approaches are adopted,
varying to the situation and conditions.
Of the workers in the three sectors under study in this research, garment sector
workers proved to be the most knowledgeable in this respect, but even in this sector only a
small minority of the female workers seem to be covered. For young women, social
insurance means foregoing current income for future insurance that they do not perceive a
need for. Since social insurance requires a 14 percent contribution of the worker’s salary to
be paid directly to the social insurance office young female workers, who tend to stop
working after or even a little before marriage, consider participating in the social insurance
system a cost rather than a benefit. We learned from garment workers that the law
accommodates girls who stop working when they get married, by enabling them to cash their
balance once they have a marriage contract and promise to never work again. Even the girls
who know about this arrangement may not find it an attractive one, as many girls stop

working immediately after finishing the marriage preparations (and before they actually get
married), and they would not be able to cash their balance.
Most of our respondents view social security as a pension after retirement, and
assume that social insurance is a right for government and public sector employees only.
Social insurance laws are not widely perceived to be applicable to the private sector as well
as the public sector. In small concerns, pseudo-kinship relation often appear to take the place
of more formalized insurance mechanisms. The security offered by social insurance may
appear remote and inconsequential in comparison to the more familiar and immediate
assurances offered by these kin-like ties that are often fostered between a worker and her
employer. A worker like Manal, who never had social insurance, and worked in an auto
parts shop for a long time, describes her employer in the following way: “Haj Said
honoured us by visiting us in Ramadan and had breakfast with us. When I got married, he
paid for the coiffure from his pocket money. He is like my father.” With such a relationship at
stake, it is unlikely that a worker like Manal would ever jeopardize this kind of trust by
asking her employer for social insurance, which he would probably be hesitant to pay in any
case.
WORKING HOURS
“No worker may effectively be employed more than eight hours a day or 48 hours a
week excluding rest and meals interval” “The employer shall (…) grant the worker an
additional wage equivalent to his full wage entitlement in respect of the overtime plus a
minimum of 25% for hours worked in daytime and minimum of 50% for hours worked at
night.” New labour law, article 133, and article 140.
The respondents in the qualitative survey claim that the average number of
working hours per day is 10 (the minimum was 8 and the maximum was 12 hours per day).
During peak periods, some girls work around the clock or more. Girls working in fashion
shops normally start working at 8 a.m. and finish 12 hours later. During peak seasons these
girls work until 11 p.m. Girls working in the investment zone officially start their work at
8.30 a.m. and finish it at 4 p.m., though in reality they start half an hour earlier and finish
after 5 p.m. Occasionally, in times of large production orders, these girls have to work until
as late as 11 p.m. Both the interviews and the survey data confirm that girls are rarely paid
for overtime work they have to do.
While workers are willing to continue working such hours while they are working,
the assumption that working in the private sectors necessarily entails such long hours has
severe implications for their career aspirations. We did not find any exception to the rule that
single workers intended to quit working after marriage. However, all of the respondent did
say that they would continue work if an opportunity came up in the public sector. Public
sector jobs are considered more compatible with marriage and with women’s domestic roles
primarily because of the considerably shorter working hours. Respondents described at least
two other ways in which long working hours were undesirable: long hours are considered
health consuming and they affect the reputation of girls by requiring them to be on the road
after hours.

The impact of long working hours on health is mediated by the nature of the work
that the worker is engaged in. Below we give a brief description of the extent of variation in
tasks among our respondents. In the garment sector, workers are allowed a one one-hour
break in the middle of the day to have a meal that each girl prepares or buys for herself. This
hour is not perceived to give adequate rest. All garment workers interviewed complained of
fatigue. Operating a knitting machine (sitting) for long periods as well inspecting or finishing
tasks (standing) are considered exhausting and workers describe ergonomic stress that would
be predicted by the occupational epidemiology of this sector. There is not much evidence of
awareness of the effects of such ergonomic stress on the workers or the steps that can be
taken to alleviate such stress, although those who go through it are clearly suffering. In
Amera’s words : “I have to do my work standing on my feet all day long. The production is
too much. The line produces 1200 pieces a day. All pieces have to be inspected the same day.
I am the one who does this inspection. Some times the work exceeds my ability”. Amera, 19
year old, commercial high school. Industrial zone.
Several of the girls complained of back pain. Some amount of psychological stress is
generated by concern about the physical symptoms and what they represent. One worker
expressed worries regarding her fertility. “Someone told me that back pain causes infertility.
Some cases have been proven by doctors.” Samah, 20 years old, commercial high school,
Industrial zone.
Girls interviewed (and particularly the ones in the investment zone) express their
frustration with the employers’ insensitivity to their health complaints. Without medical
insurance to resort to, employers seldom pay for medical treatment costs. Fatigue, considered
an occupational accident in ministerial decree no 74 of 1998, is merely considered an
indication of laziness by employers. Accordingly, girls are rarely allowed any sick leave,
although sick and annual leaves are among the labour rights regulated by law. If a girl feels
exhausted and takes a day off, employers cut her salary by three days as an absentee penalty.
Overtime pay is rarely paid but absentee penalties seem to be enforced regardless of the
sector of work
In the service sector (e.g., clinics, coiffures, supermarkets) and in small factories
work hours are longer than in the production sector, but the workload seems lighter. In this
sector, girls usually have to stay at work from 8.30 in the morning up to 12.00 midnight.
However, many of these hours may be spent waiting for a customer, for instance. In the
service sector, the number of clients determines the amount of work in a day, which is
usually moderate. Respondents working in small factories indicated that the production
process was less demanding and less intense than it is in the garment export oriented zones.
Accordingly, the workload is less.
The respondents consider long hours in and of themselves less intolerable than their
social consequences. Returning home late in the evening harms the girls’ reputations, which,
in turn, has an impact on their self-esteem and confidence. Amaal, a girl from the urban site
near Cairo, works in a bakery. She can cope with the transport cost and time, and stands the
high temperature in her work place. Even the long working hours (Amaal comes back home

at 10 p.m.) were not in themselves a problem - until she learned about her neighbours’
criticism.
“We used to gossip behind other people’s back. I never thought that I might be a topic
of gossip myself. But I am. When we come back late at 11 p.m., you can see the people
looking at us wondering where we are coming from. Some times we ask our brother to meet
us at the underground station and accompany us into the area on our way back home. By
accompanying us, people see that our family knows where we are coming from.” With a
voice full of sadness Amaal continued:
“People don’t think of the hard work we do. They only think of the time we come home.
We cannot stop their gossip, but we won’t stop working. If we stop working, there will
be no salary!” Amaal, 20 year old, Institute of Electronics degree. Working in a
bakery
Criticism mentioned by Amaal and many of the girls interviewed reflect the local
society’s lack of knowledge of the nature and obligations of work in the modern private
sector. Although there has been much progress in accepting girls’ work in modern sectors,
people in traditional areas are hesitant to accept, or understand, the consequences of such
work. Lack of awareness of the nature of work in modern sectors make girls’ neighbours
think badly of their coming late. The perception of this social disapproval of late hours was a
matter of great concern to all girls interviewed.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO A WEAKER BARGAINING POSITION FOR WORKERS
The in-depth case studies offer some insight into several processes by which worker’s
bargaining position is weakened vis-à-vis their employers. First, while these young women
have all entered the workforce to earn wages, they do not view wages as a reflection of the
value of their work. Rather work is valued for a range of other social and psychological
factors. This allows employers to take advantage and to set arbitrary wage standards leading
to exploitative terms. We speculate that efforts to develop more professional standards in the
workplace would help to put workers perception of their own worth in perspective and would
allow for a better valuation of their work in terms of wages.
Young female workers are strongly motivated to save for their marriage. For this
reason they commit themselves to savings groups and other mechanisms through which they
are quickly tied to large financial commitments. For instance, young workers are expected to
dress well and that commits them to large clothing expense. Some employment entails
considerable travel costs. But most importantly, the need to make regular monthly payments
towards their dowry (or gehez) reduces their flexibility. Thus they would rather keep working
for poor wages than take time off to acquire new skills. These early financial commitments
may thus be a second factor working towards weakening their bargaining position.
In our study we observed different ways in which employers in varied sectors
exercise monopoly powers or other means to strength their own position vis-à-vis workers.
In Cairo and Mansoura districts, where most job opportunities are to be found in the service
sector and small workshops, from the worker’s perspective the search for a job is difficult.

New entrants looking for vacancy announcements posted on shops are faced by the
frustrations and embarrassment mentioned. The lucky few who are employed, feel gratitude
towards their networks for introducing them to their employers. Aware of the fierce
competition for jobs opportunities they will accept long working hours, the absence of
insurance and other legal entitlements, and any salary offered.
In the export processing zone, where the overall shortage of workers should have
placed girls in a good bargaining position, employers have been able to organize themselves
together to restrict labor mobility and weaken the bargaining position of workers. Workers
are issued contracts which require paying a penalty of 6000 L.E. if a worker leaves before
completing the terms of the contract. In addition, a collective arrangement to control the
movement of labour who work without contract has been established, known as the NoObjection certificate . When a worker wants to leave a factory for another job opportunity in
another factory (s)he has to hold a No-Objection paper from his/her past employer. The NoObjection paper states that the employer has no-objection to the holder of the paper working
for any other factory.
The system works on the basis of a gentleman’s agreement among the investors to
never accept a worker coming from another factory without the No-Objection paper. The
agreement is enforced by the general manager of the Investment Association and also
requires that any new entrant has to be registered at the Labour office in the Association,
without which, he cannot enter any factory.
CONCLUSION
This paper supports Standing’s claim that labour rights are widely ignored in the
modern private sector in Egypt. The paper also shows that female labour market entrants tend
to accept harsh working conditions at least for the relatively short durations that they
envision working in the private sector. While these conditions are endured for work before
marriage, they are also the reason why working in the private sector is considered unsuitable
in the long run and incompatible with women’s roles as wives and mothers. As a
consequence, they feel little incentive to improve their professional skills that would allow
them to continue working.
There are considerable and numerous barriers to accessing jobs that come with the
guarantees as prescribed by labor laws. Foremost is that the knowledge of these rights among
new entrants is practically non-existent. The language of the laws is such that they are not
readily comprehensible to the lay person Even if a potential job seeker were armed with the
knowledge of these guarantees under law, any individual worker’s bargaining position is
weakened by the fact that unemployment is high and there is severe competition for the few
opportunities that are available. Most workers feel they need to earn to save for their
marriage and faced with rising marriage costs and the perception that their marriage
prospects decrease with age, motivates most girls to accept whatever work is available
regardless of the level of hardship it entails. In some cases, such as in the industrial zones,
employers have organized themselves to deliberately control the mobility of workers.

Having stated all of the above, it should be noted that the benefits of work apparently
outweigh the hard working condition, for at least a period of time. Our qualitative analyses
shows some of the reasons why young girls value the opportunities they have. In their own
view, their social and economic positions are considerably enhanced by working outside the
home for wages. Notwithstanding social pressure, lack of social insurance, long working
hours, exposure to sexual harassment, and a range of other hazards, many young women
choose to work. They spend their money on personal and family expenses, and on their
upcoming marriage. Although appreciative and proud of the personal characteristics they
gain from work experience, few women (and none in our research group) are willing to
continue working under the prevailing conditions after their marriage.
The right to social security insurance is rarely granted. This does not bother young
women, who tend to regard such insurance more as a cost than as a benefit. Legal awareness,
in combination with more serious penalties for employers found in default, could help to
expand the coverage of social insurance. For this purpose, simplified versions of legislation
need to be developed, as laws (and particularly the Social Insurance Code) are notoriously
difficult to comprehend even for the well-educated. NGOs could fill this gap. NGOs are also
called upon to connect young women with weak social networks to the labour market, and to
create awareness among traditional communities on the demands work poses on female
workers in the modern sector in an attempt to neutralise negative value judgements of the
communities the working girls come from.

Appendix Tables

Table A1. Distribution of Youth Population (ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, by Urban/Rural Residence, 1988-1998
Urban
Rural
Total
1988
1998
1988
1998
1988
1998
000s
%
000s
%
000s
%
000s
%
000s
%
000s
%
Male
15_19
1185
11.1
1537
12.0
1576 11.2 2437
13.8
2761
11.1
3974
13.1
20_24
1056
9.9
1357
10.6
1328
9.4 1726
9.8
2384
9.6
3083
10.1
15_24
2241
21.0
2894
22.6
2904 20.6 4163
23.6
5145
20.7
7057
23.2
Female
15_19
1103
10.4
1410
11.0
1516 10.7 2303
13.4
2619
10.6
3713
12.4
20_24
1018
9.6
1162
9.1
1170
8.3 1475
8.6
2188
8.8
2637
8.8
15_24
2121
20.0
2572
20.1
2686 19.0 3778
22.0
4807
19.4
6350
21.2
Total
15_19
2288
10.7
2947
11.5
3092 10.9 4740
13.6
5380
10.9
7687
12.7
20_24
2074
9.7
2519
9.8
2498
8.8 3201
9.2
4572
9.2
5720
9.5
15_24
4362
20.4
5466
21.3
5590 19.7 7941
22.8
9952
20.1 13407 22.2
Source: Assaad, R. (1999)

Table A2. Labor Force Participation of Youth (ages 15-24) in Egypt, by Urban/Rural Residence and School
Status, 1998
Urban
Rural
School status
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Never been
1.34
4.71
2.93
7.21
24.93
15.65
In the past
48.4
45.8
47.18
52.37
44.62
48.68
at school
50.26
49.49
49.9
40.42
30.44
35.67
Total
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
N
1709
1523
3232
1011
919
1930
Source: ELMS, 1998
Table A3. Household Size of Youth (ages 15 to 24) in the Labor Force in Egypt, by Sex, 1998
Male
Female
Total
Small 1_4
17.2
22.7
18.8
Medium 5_7
47.5
49.7
48.1
Large >=8
35.3
27.5
33.1
Total
100.0
100.0
100.0
N (weighted)
1136
460
1596
Source: ELMS, 1998

Table A4. Labor Force Participation of Youth (ages 15 to 24) in Egypt, by Sex and Household Size, 1998
Male
Female
Total
out of
in LF
Total
out of in LF
Total
out of
in LF
Total
LF
LF
LF
Small 1_4
56.3
43.7
100.0
79.6
20.4 100.0
68.7
31.3
100.0
Medium 5_7
61.4
38.7
100.0
80.1
20.0 100.0
69.8
30.2
100.0
Large >=8
50.0
50.0
100.0
82.5
17.5 100.0
65.4
34.6
100.0
Total
57.1
43.0
100.0
80.7
19.3 100.0
68.2
31.8
100.0
N (weighted)
1561
1176
2737
1967
471
2438
3531
1644
5175
Source: ELMS, 1998

Table A5. Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (15-24) in Egypt, by Sex and Sector, 1988-1998
1988
1998
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Public
12.5
43.9
19.8
13.3
41.2
18.2
Private
87.5
56.1
80.2
86.6
58.2
81.7
Other
—
—
—
0.1
0.6
0.2
Total
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
N (weighted)
717
218
935
670
140
810
Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Table A6. Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (15-24) in the Private Sector in Egypt, by Economic Activity
and Sex, 1988-1998
1988
1998
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Agriculture
25.4
31.9
26.4
16.5
16.1
16.4
Mining
0.6
0.0
0.5
—
—
—
Manufacturing
27.3
21.7
26.4
26.8
30.0
27.2
Elect
0.2
0.0
0.1
—
—
—
Construction
21.2
0.0
17.8
22.4
1.3
19.8
Trade
14.5
27.0
16.5
15.3
30.4
17.2
Transport
2.9
1.8
2.8
7.2
0.0
6.3
Finance
0.3
1.0
0.4
1.4
4.9
1.8
Services
7.6
16.7
9.1
10.5
17.4
11.4
Total
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
N (weighted)
622
118
740
564
80
644
Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Table A7. Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (15-24) in the Government Sector in Egypt, by Economic
Activity and Sex, 1988-1998
1988
1998
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Agriculture
7.2
5.5
6.2
0.0
5.8
2.8
Manufacturing
7.7
1.4
4.1
2.7
0.0
1.4
Trade
0.0
1.8
1.0
4.6
0.0
2.4
Transport
7.6
2.5
4.7
1.2
0.0
0.6
Finance
1.3
6.6
4.3
18.1
1.4
10.1
Services
76.2
82.3
79.7
73.4
92.7
82.7
Total
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
N (weighted)
51
69
120
66
62
128
Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998

Table A8. Distribution of Youth Wage Workers (ages 15-24) in the Government Sector in Egypt, by
Occupation and Sex, 1988-1998
1988
1998
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Tech.& Scient
52.7
65.3
60.3
37.0
80.2
58.4
Clerical
11.9
33.2
24.7
22.4
17.5
20.0
Serv
20.4
0.0
8.2
27.7
2.3
15.1
Prod
15.0
1.5
6.9
13.0
0.0
6.5
Total
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
N (weighted)
43
63
106
63
61
124
Source: LFSS, 1988, ELMS, 1998
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